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	1. Jötunvillur

**Welcome to the third Edda. There is a ****very**** lengthy AN at the end … read it, if you dare.**

* * *

><p><em><strong>Berkian Eddur - 3<strong>_

_**Meeting at **__**Iðavöllr**_

* * *

><p>1. Jötunvillur<p>

The winds howled outside, as if trying to make up for the lovely weather they'd had the week before, or even make them forget that Spring would soon chase it away. Winter was giving one last battle, the jötun clinging on with their teeth even as Thor kicked them in like icicles off the eaves.

'K …. V …. R …..G...'

Hiccup drank some of the watered mead, savouring it in his mouth before swallowing. Ætta was sitting at his foot, a writing block on her lap, holding the lead stick shakily in her hand as she traced the letters from the top row to a much squigglier bottom one. The way she bit her bottom lip was so much like Astrid's …

'Papa Hiccup," she sighed, putting the stick down and shaking her hand dramatically. Hiccup almost rolled his eyes - for someone who wasn't related to him by blood, she had certainly picked up on a lot of his mannerisms. 'May I stop for a while, papa?'

She blinked up at him, and he was already convinced. He was going to _catch_ it from Astrid.

'Only if you promise me to continue once mama Astrid comes back,' he said gently, and the little girl bounced to her feet with an elated cry and raced towards the barns. 'Ætta!' She froze, looking back at him wide-eyed. 'You haven't promised yet.'

Ætta puffed her cheeks out; ah, caught her in a scheme, hadn't he? 'I promise, papa Hiccup!' she piped, and off she went into the dragon barn, giggling to be heard a moment later as she no doubt threw herself belly-first into the little baby dragon stall. The chirps of the babies rose a second later, some more annoyed than others; the child night furies found all distraction welcome but the nadders liked their rest. Hlin had left two days ago, and the tiny night furies had been glum for a great deal of the time. Toothless was bearing it surprisingly well; Hiccup didn't know whether it was just instinct that allowed him to accept her departure in such a blazé manner, but he himself wasn't sure he could take it, if Astrid left.

He smiled to himself; not that she was going anywhere.

Hiccup grunted with satisfaction as he stretched out in his chair, a gift from his father on his name day. It was comfortable, lined with cushioning and placed right beside his father's larger one, facing the fire. His leg was extended towards the fire, his prosthetic removed so that it could continue healing, scabbing, and - hopefully - stop aching. The damn changeable weather wasn't helping much.

His name day. It had been interesting, if only because they'd tried to make it special for him and the late Winter storm had swept away all the tents and nearly all the food too. Astrid had been cursing the ice giants for the past three days, hissing at the thunder when she thought now one was looking and telling Thor to get on with it and beat their arses out of their skies.

He was twenty now, and as he stared down at his reflection in the mead, he didn't see much of a difference. Still high cheeks, still wide green eyes. Shaggy hair that got everywhere all the time - half burned on his right side not from the forge these days, but because some terror or other thought it may make a good lunch. He needed Mother Goethi to wrangle those little monsters a little bit better.

But he wasn't the same boy, not really. He wasn't even a boy anymore. He was a man of twenty, future chief of Berk and engaged to be married.

The smirk that spread on his face wasn't one he would let out if Astrid was in the room. She'd either clock him or give him one of those smoky looks that made sleeping _very_ difficult, especially because she tended to throw one of her legs over him at night. It was torture, knowing that creamy thigh was right there. He was almost sure she only pretended to sleep when she did that.

And she would be so proud of herself, if she knew that she could torture him at a distance. Here he was, a willing slave to her every look, living the dream. He almost snorted, trying to imagine what a face he would have made if someone had come to him as a boy, peeking out the window of the forge to try to get a glimpse of her hair (and her legs), that in five short years, he'd see the world, come back here, and wake up every morning with one hand buried deep in those silky gold strands, and the other cupping her rear.

He was lucky he always woke up first. He'd either be dead or an oath breaker.

He smiled down at his cup again, the memory making him warmer than the fire, as it always did. He sent a prayer of thanks up to Lofn, to Sjofn, to Frigga and Freya, and all the merciful ones who had allowed his path to cross with hers again. He had been an idiot to leave, a larger idiot to almost do it again and a bigger one still to love her. But in the end, she cared for him, idiot and all, and he needed nothing else.

Spying his little girl's writing exercise discarded on the ground with the corner of his eyes, he bent down to snatch it up, smoothing the parchment out to look at the unsteady lines. She'd filled in quite a few of the exercises, so at least her aching hand hadn't been a complete farse. But he should have known; she may be his little girl, but she was a Hofferson, really. Her brand of hardheadedness came with a lean towards getting her goal, no matter what it was, as well as she could get it. He gave a little smile as he scribbled a new set of runes for her to copy out - that one would probably get him a punch later. Or he'd get lucky, maybe.

A mournful chirp rose up, giving a whine and a hiccup. Hiccup sat up straight in his chair, ears straining to hear more. The dragonets were doing what passed for crying among their species, and it tended to break his heart. Wound or no wound, if they didn't settle, he'd hop out there to give Toothless a hand in consoling them.

Ætta's little voice piped up instead, singing a bedtime song Astrid made herself perform even if he teased her about it. She was comforting the poor things; the dragonlings hadn't yet grown used to their mother being gone, and had begun to cling to Toothless and the rest of them obsessively. They were growing fast; but not fast enough to forgo comfort when it was offered. That dragon … the female night fury had stayed long enough to accept a name. Hiccup had been thinking about it, and he'd asked her when he felt that she was on the point of leaving. She had accepted his name, and it gave him hope that she would be back.

Hlin. Goddess of comfort, consolation and protection. He hoped that naming her after the goddess would shield her from danger so she would return again, next year, to comfort and console his battle brother. He liked to think that when she accepted the name, she accepted his prayers too. Hiccup really hoped so, for Toothless' sake.

The little dragons began making trilling little noises when Ætta changed song, trying to sing along with her, and Hiccup heard Toothless and Fireworm groaning - poor adults got precious little sleep with the tiny dragons trying to awaken them and make a racket in the wee hours of the morning. The long Winter nights were getting shorter, but they still didn't seem short enough for the energetic bundles. He was glad that Ætta at least seemed to be past the phase where she wanted attention at three hours past midnight. Brunhilda had been enjoying the faces he made when she told him all the horror stories of early fatherhood, with Stoick contributing enthusiastically. They were helping him keep his oath at least in part; the other part of him wanted to see Astrid with child, see her with her hair up breastfeeding their little ones as he held them both.

'Autumn...' he sighed to himself, ripping a corner off another piece of fresh parchment and jotted down a few lines, hiding it under a bowl on her cooking table. She'd find it, eventually.

As if thinking about her had brought her to him, Astrid pushed the hut's door open, battling against the wind to shut it again.

'Oooh, that was _not_ a good day,' she groaned, shuddering as she began shedding her layers of fur and holding her hands out towards the fire.

'Sorry, milady,' he said regretfully. She gave him a look, half amusement, half admonishment.

'I much prefer having you here, safe by the fire, and knowing your wound is healing.' She hung her clothes on the hook, walking around the pit to sit in his lap and tap his nose playfully. 'Besides, I don't mind teaching at the academy. We couldn't even fly today with all the wind, so we had a tiny treasure hunt.'

Hiccup pulled her into a tighter hug, breathing her in and rubbing her back as she willing rested against him, going boneless as he massaged her scalp. 'Hid a few clues here and there with a treat at the end of the trail?'

'Something like that. The prize was getting some special time with Berk's dragon master,' she replied cheekily, laughing against his shoulder when he groaned.

'Woman, you need to stop selling me out like that,' he grumbled, resting his chin on her head.

'You're the one who gave me the idea in the first place,' she chuckled back, digging her fingers into his sides and making him squirm before he clamped his elbows down on them.

'Oh?'

'Who's the one leaving me all those scraps of poetry everywhere?' she asked, wiggling her head out of his grip and looking up at him with a pout he promptly kissed. She let go of her mock annoyance readily, curling up in his lap even more closely as her knees pressed against his armpit.

'You want me to stop?' he teased, moving up to kiss her brows.

'Don't you dare,' she chuckled back. He grinned, preening at the success of his courting. He loved that she loved it, and simply basked in the fact that he _could_. After years of dreaming, just doing things like this felt like a touch of Asgard. 'Where's Ætta?'

'Well, she finished almost all her exercises, so I let her take a break to play with Toothless' children,' he admitted, trying not to look too guilty.

'You've a soft heart, Hiccup Haddock. I won't let you ruin that girl,' she said, slapping his side mildly. 'Just keep to ruining me, and let me deal with the children.'

'Oh, so you allow your own ruining?' he grinned, sitting up straighter and cradling her head to rest in the crook of his elbow. She smiled up at him, allowing herself to be somewhat manhandled without breaking all his fingers. 'How generous of you.'

'I'm beyond rescue now,' she sighed dramatically, 'you've turned me into one of those mushy women who can't wait to see her promised and pines away all day!' She held her fingers to her forehead in despair. 'I must at least save the children from being hopelessly spoiled.'

'I don't spoil her!' She gave him a look. ' … that badly,' he conceded.

'You Haddock men,' she muttered, moving her free hand up to caress his cheeks. 'Between your father dandling her around and you passing her sweet meats and apple tarts, it's a wonder she gets anything done.'

'I did make her promise she'd continue once you returned,' he murmured back, leaning against her. 'Should I call her?'

'Mmm,' she hummed, beginning to rub her nose against his as he moved closer and closer. 'Maybe in a bit...'

She stretched up and kissed him. He rested his elbow against the armrest on his chair and curled up around her. She was warm, but her fingers were still chilled when they slipped into his hair, pressing him down by the nape of his neck. He shivered and she hummed, pressing herself up to his chest until his heart was beating so hard that he was sure she felt it against her breast. He could feel her pulse, fluttering against his lips as he moved down her neck, enjoying her stifled moans and gasps as he took a taste of her sweaty skin. The salt on his tongue made his own skin flush, her smell cloying his nose and taking over his thoughts as it always did. His arm wound from his battle against Dagur stretched sorely, but he ignored it, concentrating instead on rubbing circles into her scalp with his fingertips, and gently suckling her lower lip.

'_Throw out the old clothes, bring in the new,_

_fill up the chest and put on the stew._

_Give him the sword and give her the ring,_

_Braid up her hair behind earrings._

_Wait from the fruit to fall to the grass,_

_After Thor's hammer knocked on the glass_'

Astrid groaned, pushing him gently until their lips separated. Ætta's little voice was accompanied by the dragonets' chirps and the thumps of her hopping.

'Mother taught her that one?' she asked, sitting up slightly and slinging her arms around his neck. Hiccup shrugged.

'It would seem so. She was pretty adamant about teaching it to us back then, too.'

'Yes, I remember that she was the one who suggested we sing it when we were doing our counting and skipping games.' They fell quiet as Ætta repeated the verse a few times, obviously trying to get through the skipping routine perfectly. Hiccup smiled at her determination, but those last few verses made him wonder ...

'_Come to the hall hair tumbling down_

_Flowers and leaves wove into a crown_

_Over the step don't stumble at all_

_Deep in the wood, the sword never falls_

_In her sweet lap the hammer he'll drop_

_And in her bower, his search will stop._'

Hiccup felt his cheeks go up in flames as he realised exactly what the subject of the little ditty was.

'Dear gods, we sang this as children?' he choked. Astrid blinked up at him for a second, and then retrained her ears towards Ætta's clumsy little voice as she sang and hopped, the dragons joining in and interrupting. He knew exactly the moment where the familiar words, so old and so well-known and ingrained, suddenly took on the meaning they _actually_ had, rather than the notions of fun and games and closeness they'd associated with them as children. Astrid's face joined his as her cheeks flushed, but her mouth twisted into a snarl.

'Why that tricky little...' she hissed. Hiccup tried to contain the tears as her hands curled into his nape, pulling his fine hairs. 'No wonder she was on about how she knew we'd be married!'

'Don't yell, you'll startle the children,' he sighed, holding her tight.

'_The Journey has ended_

_The treasure is found,_

_The honey is meaded_

_Her belly is round._

_Hop to the hall with buds in your hair_

_If by next harvest, they will be fair_

_Then it is your turn to wear a crown,_

_Smelling of sweet herbs with your hair down._'

Astrid blinked, then snorted and hid her face in his neck. 'This is cruel,' she sighed.

'Well, my journey _has_ ended,' he whispered in her ear. He felt her smile against his skin, and her fingers gently caressed his head.

'My treasure is found,' she muttered. His heart all but burst in his chest. He grinned and kissed her temple.

'The honey is meaded,' he chuckled, going along with her game.

She was silent for a moment before pushing away to look at him. 'How many?'

'What?' he asked, confused. 'Honey barrels? Well, it depends on the harvest, but by last count we have ...'

'No, idiot,' she chuckled. 'How many children do you want.'

He was struck dumb for a moment, blinking at her. Then she nudged him slightly, getting his brain back on track again, and she smiled, forcing him to smile back before he couldn't even try to stop himself.

'As many as we are lucky to have,' he replied, pushing her hair out of her eyes.

'And since I'm going to keep you busy after the wedding,' she hissed, trying to make it sound like a threat when it really, really wasn't…

'Ah, the gods hate me,' he sighed in mock despair, and Astrid snickered in satisfaction.

'Mama Astrid!' Ætta exclaimed as she came back into the room, one of Toothless' dragonets cradled in her arms while the other followed at her ankle. They were already almost too large for her to carry, but no one could say that the little girl didn't try. Astrid reluctantly uncurled from his lap, dropping one last kiss onto his cheek before she turned to the girl.

'It's almost bedtime, young lady,' she said, taking both dragons from the child and shooing her back towards the parchment. 'And I'm guessing you haven't finished that.'

'No, mama. But I promised I'd continue once you came, so I will,' she replied with a nod. Hiccup saw Astrid hide a smile, and he grinned at her cheekily over the child's head. She sneered at him before she poked her tongue out. The four-year-old was quickly situated on a bench with a writing block on her lap, the two dragonets curling around her ankles as she sounded out the runes she was copying.

'You're a cheeky little bastard, aren't you?' Astrid said to him as she came back, holding back a laugh in her whisper as she helped Hiccup stand to move closer to the fire. 'You think you can tease me at a distance. Well, too bad I know where you sleep!'

He still grinned back. 'I can say the same. In fact, I know where your thigh sleeps...'

'V … I ... R …' Ætta sounded out as she worked.

'Cheat,' she murmured, going red. She wasn't yet used to how close to him she got as they slept, and while that thigh she threw across his lap gave his self-control no end of grief, it also gave him teasing rights. He kept grinning, not refuting her accusation as he sat down on a stool and allowed her to look at his wound. A pot of food Brunhilda had dropped off earlier was merrily bubbling away, and the howling wind outside suddenly made this the best place in the world.

'I love you,' he blurted out, not quite in control of his mouth. She froze for a second, but then flushed with pleasure and kissed his knee as she finished washing the scars.

'Still want that wedding night first,' she replied cheekily.

'K … I ….' Ætta continued, each rune sound long and drawn out as she traced the lines on the parchment.

'Wow, so much to look forward to,' he teased back.

'S … S … M ...'

'Autumn,' she sang out, dropping small pecks around his stump and making him squirm.

'Autumn,' he replied with a nod. He couldn't help feeling it was so far away.

'E ...'

Astrid blinked, and looked at the child. Hiccup smirked.

'K … I … S … S … M … E ...' she annunciated again, going through the exercise five times as she always did.

'This is a new low, Haddock,' she said archly, rising to sit into his lap again after she strapped the soft gauze onto the scabbed wound. 'Using our little girl to send me hints...'

'She doesn't seem to mind,' he said, grinning wider. The child was happily oblivious to her role in his ploy.

'K … I … S … S ….'

'Well, if you insist,' she chuckled, pressing her mouth to his. The child in the room forced them to keep it chaste, but it was no less involved.

'Later,' she whispered against his lips as they broke off, looking meaningfully at the reeds keeping their bedroom private.

Their bedroom. That still gave him a thrill, even if he knew they could not do what they both wished; not just yet.

'Later,' he confirmed with a smile, letting her slip off his lap again and trailing his fingers across her clothes as she moved around the fire, taking the pot off the hook and leaving it close to the flame instead so it wouldn't burn.

Hiccup smiled, looking on with a full heart as his family formed around him, still new, still fragile as all fledglings were, but also so surprisingly strong where it counted. He watched Ætta finish her task and take the dragonets back to their father, Toothless greeting them with a sleepy, happy grunt and probably nuzzling them to bed. Hiccup moved back to his chair after his father came home, tired and hungry from a long day, sitting beside him and chatting as they all ate, Ætta nodding off at their feet.

After the fire had been banked, the child put to bed and the stairs duly mounted with that strange, dogged manner that was simply ingrained into their culture, Hiccup relaxed back into the pillows, his bones aching pleasantly at the prospect of rest. His drooping eyes followed Astrid as she went around the room, blowing out all candles except the one she carried in a dish, and then slipping into bed with him before extinguishing that one too.

He held her to him strongly, smiling into the darkness when her lips gently traced his cheeks; no urgency, only tenderness.

'Tired?' he whispered, turning his head to nuzzle her.

'Very,' she sighed, hugging him closer and kissing his cheek again. He dropped a peck on her temple.

'Later,' he whispered. She chuckled lightly.

'Hold you to it,' she conceded, moving to nuzzle into his shoulder and rest. Her leg automatically came over his lap, and he nearly snorted.

'I love you,' he teased instead. She chuckled, knowing exactly what he was playing at.

'Sleep, my Viking prince,' she murmured, her voice already slurred with fatigue. Hiccup smiled into the dark room, his heart picking up and then settling again as he felt her smiling against his chest. It was really only his title on Berk - he was the heir to the chiefdom and throne, in a sense - but it took on so much more meaning when she said it like that.

'Goodnight, Asta,' he said as quietly as possible once he was sure she was asleep. She moved and murmured but didn't wake, nose rubbing against him sweetly.

He drifted off with a smile.

=0=

Inspired by a real 'valentine' message left on a bone. I am sure that you cannot see a complete URL, but if you google 'daily mail' and 'article-2558450/Kiss-Experts-finally-crack-900-year-old-Norse-code-reveal-ancient-love-message' you will probably be able to find a good article about it. Just googling 'expert decodes norse love message' may bring it up.

=0=

Now comes the great **big honking AN (with spoilers)**:

1) To start, let's talk about After Everything …

A lot of you know that Foxy and I are friends, and have been asking me about how After Everything, her current multi-chapter, breaks the mould of her usual works. To start, I would like to say that I don't mind the questions; I consult with Foxy before answering, and she knows I am putting up this AN (incidentally, sorry it's coming a few days late, hun, but I decided to take a 'mental health no internet for today' break!). She is currently away, so I'm putting up this note to remind folks that she won't have internet access for a good while.

In any case a lot of the readers were very unhappy that the story was breaking some unwritten pattern … but that is the point. Foxy is breaking the form with that story. It is an experiment; she's trying something new. She's never written in a single point of view for the entirety of a story and it is a very difficult thing to do while keeping a story running. A lot of people have been unhappy with it, but the thing is, she's working to increase her range, make better the things she can already do and find new things she can write. I'm ridiculously proud of her for having such a steep learning curve, and right now she's working on narrative perspective. It's very, very hard, for the record, to pull off a single-perspective story on the first go, so give her a little time. After Everything IS Hiccstrid. There is a lot of Hiccstrid going on the background that the readers have not seen yet _because_ it is single perspective. Harry Potter is that way – you only knew what Harry knew, and in this case, you only know what Astrid knows. I am also going go voice an unpopular opinion after here, so skip them if you are easily offended

2) But here are the AE-related unpopular opinions, to quote one of my idols, Dorothy L Sayers;

A. A woman is free to look, same as men are free to look. You can look, and you can be attracted to someone, even if you are in a committed relationship with someone else. It's pretty normal, and it's perfectly ok unless you _act_ on it. Readers harping on the Astrid character for looking at Eret and appreciating Freya's gifts to women need to broaden their horizons. Panoramic view is always preferable.

B. And author can change style and change preference between different stories. As authors, none of you – I mean _none_ – should be restricted to a pairing, or a topic, or a particular style in fanfiction. These are your glory years, this is fanfiction. If an author makes it into the publishing market, it's a little more difficult, because it's hard enough to gain a readership, and then you have to please the critics. You know, people who write reviews in newspapers and give you ratings and determine whether you get to keep that readership or not. Heck, even JK Rowling had to write under a pseudonym to escape the stigma of critic comparison when she decided she would write in a new style. Fanfiction on the other hand is peer reviewed; you can and you _must_ experiment. It's the playground where you grow and stretch your author muscles and try new things.

3) The Film (and MORE unpopular opinions):

I spent the first few viewings _hating_ it. Yes. I _hated it_ the first few times I watched it – Hiccup was behaving nothing like the sweet little boy who'd stolen my heart four years ago, and 'growing up' isn't a good enough excuse in my books to make someone unrecognisable. He cared absolutely nothing for Astrid's safety when he summarily gave her up to Eret's men (You: That's because he trusts her warrior skills and they had their dragons! Me: It's a _boat full of men_ who know how to tie dragons up and she's a single girl with _no weapon_. Drago's men had no problem restraining her. Please draw your own conclusions). He does not wonder about her when he doesn't see her behind him after he leaves Eret's boat, and does not even ask if she's ok when she suddenly shows up on the battlefield of the nest, together with the rest of the team. He did not once turn around and ask Toothless if he was alright when they crashed. He never stopped for a moment to listen to anyone's advice, not his father, not Astrid, not even his mother.

In other words he was such an arse that I wanted to grab him by the buckles, slap him silly and tell him to get a personality transplant, which shocked me, as I love that boy, I really do. I have a maternal streak a mile wide and I was all for adopting him and feeding him till he burst. We took to calling him McHeroFace, because that arse who is so full of himself he doesn't care about the people who love him most just can't be our Hiccup.

Then I realised one thing that changed the entire perspective of the entire thing. Back before the film came out, when the fact that Hiccup's mother was in the film leaked, I was discussing what her role would be with Arctic Repartee on tumblr. I humbly suggested that Hiccup would have to choose between his affinity with dragons, and his (not so much) affinity with humans, with his mother and his father representing each one. And I did not so much forget that as I simply could not see it, because it's only actually a superficial theme.

Thing is, I realised that Hiccup is _not the hero of this story_. Don't get me wrong, he plays an important role in it, but he's actually not the main hero (he's more of a damsel in distress. No, really). The people who undergo the most important emotional journeys in this film are Stoick, Toothless and, in a more minor scope, Eret, with Hiccup as a lynch pin and Drago as the motivator. Hiccup spent the entire film being _terrified_. He was butt-clenchingly scared of the chief role, so much that he's in total panic mode. Astid speaks to him, but she's happy about it and so he runs away from her too. He finds out about Drago and decides; yes! This is my chance, I'll show dad that _this_, and not chiefing, is what I'm good at, and he'll drop the issue. He meets Valka, who looks for a while as if she may understand and even be an out for his situation, but she stone-walls him in the same way Stoick does (there's no talking to Drago; we protect our own), and he runs from that too. He rejects Toothless, running from the act that his dragon committed not to admit that it's mostly his fault his father is dead (mostly. The final blame still falls on Drago. If someone kills your father with a sword, do you blame the sword?) It's only when he sets fire to his father's pyre that he stops running, and then the serious backbone starts to grow.

Unfortunately, it coincides with Toothless' redemption arc, so once again the Hiccup character had to stand back and watch as the central role was taken by his dragon. Hiccup did not even score a solitary victory against Drago (dropping him off the BB doesn't count, because he was almost killed moments later because he ignored the BB completely) while the Bewilderbeast was defeated by Toothless – which would not really have been believable, in all honesty, as the man was evenly matched with Stoick in strength. But a sword fight with Hiccup showing agility and winning through ingénue – as he did in the first film? It would have been welcome. I still don't mind that Toothless took the spotlight.

This also put into perspective the reason why Valka was the one who gave Hiccup his peptalk after they set Stoick afloat. I was hugely annoyed that Astrid had not reprised the role, as she is the closest thing to family he has there apart from Gobber (who is too busy making me bawl my eyes out when his voice breaks at 'friend'). Valka had given him a little BS peptalk before where she'd decided that 'this is who we are' regarding the two and dragons (after knowing him for three hours … but more on that later). She needed to _take that back_. She needed to redact her assessment of the boy, because her first one, not surprisingly, is wrong.

Which brings me to …

4) Possibly the most unpopular opinion of all. Valka. Gods I _hate_ the woman. If I had to choose who I hate most between her and Drago, I'd go with her every single time. Now, this is opinion, first and foremost, but where I stand, a mother worth her salt does _not abandon her infant child_. She can save the world three thousand times in a myriad of ways from here on out for me, nothing will redeem her in my eyes. She abandoned her baby _twice_; first she went out to stop people from killing dragons, rather than _staying with her baby who is a newborn and needs protection_, then she _did not come back_ even though she obviously had the means to. Heck, her being ALIVE is the best proof of all that what she was saying about dragons has weight. She preferred to raise thousands of dragons, instead of one tiny boy, because the _dragons were easier_. (You: But … Midi, Hiccup almost left in the first one. Blimey, you made him leave in the Becoming Edda and he almost did again in Holt! Me: _He did not have an infant son_, and he _stayed, _which makes all the difference). Nothing this character does for me will redeem her, because she has made herself detestable in my eyes with this one act.

It is also why I hate 'the dancing and the dreaming' and headdesk every time I see Hiccup proposing to Astrid in this way. Don't get me wrong, I see the appeal and it truly is a sweet little ditty; it's romantic and brave and all the things that warm your heart, and it makes you wonder whether Stoick made it up _for_ Valka. But the truth is I really don't want Hiccup and Astrid anywhere near it, because it is a song about broken vows. The two singers vow to stay together, to love one another, to never part, and to protect each other. Valka broke all of those vows, and Stoick was unable to keep the protection part of the vow either. A song about broken vows (that is the last thing these two ex-lovers do together before one of them dies) is not something I can find within myself to make Hiccup and Astrid do. It feels like a bloody bad omen. I even had the plan of Hiccup and Astrid singing the wedding ditty Ǽtta sang above to each other on their wedding night, and now I'm debating whether to nix that idea.

And thus end the Unpopular Opinions. I'm guessing all those who _asked_ for mine are now regretting it wholeheartedly. This may or may not have been the evil motive all along. *thunderclap* I'm an evil overlord. Reputations don't come without hard work.


	2. Snorri's View

**Because somehow, I imagine Berk is full of shippers. And gossipers. And dirty minded Vikings.**

* * *

><p><em><strong>Berkian Eddur - 3<strong>_

_**Meeting at **__**Iðavöllr**_

* * *

><p>2. Snorri's View<p>

Earthquakes were not altogether foreign to Berk. One of their mountains still carried the clear signs of having been a volcano in its younger years, and the occasional tremor still shook the island.

Nothing like the large shake that woke everyone up that early spring morning however, things tumbling to the ground off shelves, vases shattering and wooden halls groaning. It lasted all of five seconds, but it was severe enough to have everyone sitting up and screaming in their beds.

Astrid barely had a moment to awaken before she felt Hiccup's weight on top of her.

'Don't move!' he hissed breathlessly. 'Toothless!' he called over the racket. 'Get everyone out of the houses! Call the dragons!'

The ground stopped trembling moments after the words stopped coming from his mouth, but Hiccup was up seconds later, fire at his feet as he fitted his appendage and dragged her from bed.

'What on earth- Hiccup!' she protested, trying to hold him back from dragging her out in her night clothes. 'It's just a shake, it will-'

'Not right now, Astrid! The dragons were being ansty yesterday and now I know why. Move, move!'

He pulled her down the steps, pausing to scoop a still sleepy Ætta from her bed.

'Dad!' he yelled next, banging on his bedroom wall, giving Ætta to Astrid and pushing her towards the door. 'Dad, up, out!'

'I know, son!' Stoick appeared at the door of his room, armour over his bedclothes. He nodded at his son and was out the door in two strides, grabbing his helmet on the way.

'Hiccup, what is it?' Astrid asked him once they were outside, quickening her pace to keep up with his stride. He had been cleared to walk just two days ago, and she would almost thinking this was just an excuse to run, were it not for the trepidation on his face. Toothless was calling all the dragons, most of Berk's population following their reptilian companions into the streets when they flew out of their lodges to follow the night fury's command. Some of the older adults looked as grim as Hiccup and Stoick; some looked as confused as she felt.

'Look up,' he told her quietly, and she realised for the first time that flocks of birds where high-tailing it out of the woods, making a panicked racket. 'I've seen this, once. The locals told me that it happens often there and that there are always more than-'

He hadn't finished speaking before the ground beneath their feet gave another strong jolt, sending them all to their knees. Ætta screamed, scared out of her mind, and Astrid huddled her to her breast, feeling Hiccup's arms close around them. Astrid threw her hand over his head, instinctively trying to protect them both.

'It's ok, little one,' he reassured her - but it was Astrid he stroked as she trembled despite herself. She had _never_ known the earth to shake like this - not since that _bloody monster_ had broken out of the mountain on dragon island. 'Once we're outside, we're alright.'

'Son,' Stoick said, getting onto his feet. 'Do you think you should get your family to the beach, and-'

'No, we should keep everyone inland, with the dragons nearby and ready to take off,' Hiccup replied. 'You know the tides can play funny tricks when something like this happens. If this is a small one it will be over soon, but if it's big ...'

'We've had no big ones in decades, son,' Stoick replied, looking up at the birds mixing with the terrible terrors. Toothless ran up to them, and Hiccup quickly strapped Ætta to him safely, switching the gear to the auxillary tail. '…but we shouldn't take the chance.'

'If things get dicey, you take care of her and your own kids, you hear?' Hiccup told him sternly. Toothless gave him a snarl, nuzzling him with his head so hard he almost toppled him over. 'Toothless, family first.'

'We won't need to go to extremes, idiot,' Astrid admonished him, flicking his ear even as she clutched his arm when another tremor hit. 'We stick together, and we'll all be fine. Come on, let's all go the flat plain behind the village.'

'That's a _fantastic_ idea. Dad?' The chief nodded. 'Yeah. Heard that, Toothless? Let's get everyone there.'

It was a wicked three hours that followed, the still chill morning air seeping through their night clothes directly into their bones, tremor after tremor shaking the ground under them. The dragons and their young huddled around with their human families, the children screaming less and less frequently as they grew used to the grass shivering, some of them even making a game of it to see who could stand longest.

'The largest one was after the crack,' Stoick said to his son, finally sitting down beside them. There had been a loud, startling, cracking noise like a tight-rope snapping a while ago, and they'd all been more on edge for a while after it. The echoing splitting noise like a whip crack had had them all ducking, but new seemed to have settled again. Hiccup had rallied a few of the warriors to make a headcount, leaving Stoick with only the job of hollering everyone to their chosen safe-place. Astrid had gone with him, Ætta cuddled against her when she'd managed to finagle her way out of the saddle straps, and they'd only, finally, settled themselves as the tremors got less, and the people all seemed to have made it away. 'That was an hour ago.'

'Yeah,' Hiccup said with a sigh. He finally let himself rest back against Toothless, his father coming to sit with them obviously switching his 'high alert' mental state off. Astrid was glad; he suddenly looked exhausted.

Then she blinked, because she was looking at the two men, and she was seeing the same expression. She would have laughed, but it didn't seem appropriate.

'The day's barely begun,' Stoick sighed, rolling his shoulders and turning to look at the sun, creeping up on a new day that started rather unlike its brothers and sisters. 'We have a good ten hours of daylight to assess the damage.'

'Hopefully the sound travelled far,' Astrid said, giving them both a warm smile. Her boys; she was so very proud of them.

'Yes, let's hope,' Stoick grumbled. 'I don't quite feel like starting to rebuild again. We'd just settled down!'

Hiccup chuckled. 'We'll see.'

As it turned out, they'd been lucky. The village proper was largely untouched, save for the Jorgensen dragon barn, still in the middle of construction, that had suffered the minor set-back of caving in completely. Astrid snickered when she heard Fishlegs heartily complementing Snotlout on his amazing building abilities in that flat, sarcastic, jibing tone so typical of Hiccup, but which had somehow infected their entire group.

The extent of the damage to their island was a far different story, however. They didn't know until a number of dragon riders rose for reconnaissance, Ætta staying at the Hofferson hall while Hiccup, Astrid, Snotlout and Fishlegs led a number of teams out to see. What had once been Troll's Peak had further collapsed in on itself, very few of the newly formed caves surviving as new debris fell and settled. At least Tuff would be glad to know that the infamous one he'd dubbed 'Bog's Love' was still standing - if greatly reduced in size. A large number of boulders had rolled into the sea, raising the level of the water so that some of the caves became tide-pools, and others were submerged completely, creating a dangerous, rocky terrain that Hiccup and Fishlegs agreed would probably become a Thunderdrum nesting site within their generation.

That was not the most devastating change, however. Two marked landscape shifts had Fishlegs and the other scrambling for maps and new parchment, trying to compensate for the sudden, shocking new addition of land that had appeared out of the sea, as if a dragon had lifted its back out of the waves, black and smoking. Hiccup had preened when they'd decided to call it 'Night Fury Squall' due to its colour and how hot the ground still was. Astrid teased him mercilessly about how stupidly puff-chested he got, but he still grinned at her in a way that had her dragging him up the stairs for a nice session of 'later', after he reminded her that together with 'Toothless' Cove', this was the second place on the island they were naming after his battle brother.

The _other_ landscape change … well, Astrid hoped to go there, soon. Probably drag Hiccup there, instead of the bedroom. Now there was a nice idea…

=0=

Brunhilda chuckled as she watched her daughter almost skip like a little girl, her arm extended backwards as she refused to let go of her intended's fingers, but he teasingly refused to walk faster.

'Come on, we'll miss the sunset!' she chirped, and Brunhilda exchanged a glance with Hiccup that was all fondness and cheekiness. Astrid had been waiting to go to the newly formed hot springs since their inception a few weeks prior. However, the duties of the chiefing family weren't few, and even with all the privileges they brought, and the private baths Brunhilda knew Astrid adored in the Haddock hall itself, new things on Berk were hard to come by, and this was as new as they came. Between the repairs and parols, they had all been kept busy, however, and Astrid's eagerness had whetted into a giddy sort of excitement when they could finally get away.

Hiccup had at least seen it, as he and a team of others had diverted a stream to be able to regulate the spring's temperature and keep them all from boiling alive, and finished it in wide river stones selected by gronkles. But they had finally been able to find one of the cousins willing to look after Ætta for a few hours, and Astrid had threatened Stoick on pain of axe wounds if he gave Hiccup anything to do for that evening. So here they were, trying to keep Astrid from running through the woods towards the steaming pools, a grin on her face.

They had done a good job of lining the bottom and sides with stones; the pool itself had been shaped with rocks formed with the help of the dragons, and was large enough to divide into two, with the married folk on one end and the unmarried on the other. Brunhilda didn't know who had made the rule that the unmarried folk had to be clothed, but she realised upon arriving that it was a good idea. Gustav looked like he was about to faint at the mere glimpses he was seeing, and Brunhilda was sure it had nothing to do with the water's temperature.

It was an unspoken thing, when Hiccup and Astrid moved towards the married part of the pool, still holding hands. He turned away respectfully while she undressed (and glared down some of the other men who dared to look), while she had no compunction to ogle him as he came in. Few were in the pool with them at first, but as the sunset hour approached, more and more people began to make their way through the tree lines. The pool itself was on a cresting hill, kept from too much wind by the trees all around on three sides. The remaining side faced the slope, the sea some distance away - never too far on Berk - offering a backdrop as the sun descended into it.

Discretely, Brunhilda watched her daughter and future son-in-law together as he let her wash his hair and she let him kneed the knots out of her neck before they rested against one another. Having come early, and being of the chiefing family, they were allowed to retain the best spot, looking out at the sea shimmering in reds and yellows, until purple took over, and the first stars began winking out over the trees.

Astrid sighed, turning her head to look at Hiccup sadly. Without a word, he rose, giving all the ladies in the pool a rather nice view before he rubbed himself down and put on his trousers, holding up the soft pelt for Astrid to climb out (and glaring once again) and while she dressed herself. Everyone pretended not to look as they murmured and stole kisses from one another until Astrid was fully dressed.

'Already going?' Brunhilda called.

'Ætta will be terribly grumpy with us all day tomorrow if she doesn't see us before she sleeps,' Astrid replied with a half-laugh, half-sigh. The couple was gone with a wave, disappearing into the tree line.

'Such a pity they could not adopt that girl,' Sigga sighed, leaning back to look up at the sky once the two had gone.

'Oh, aye,' Droploug replied as she massaged her feet. 'But she's a ward of the family anyway, and it seems to make them narry a difference what the scrolls in the hall say.'

Sigga grunted in agreement, Spitelout giving a shrug. 'She couldn't be heir. She's no Haddock blood, and judging by what the eyes say, we'll have Haddock heirs soon enough.'

A titter rose in the spring, and Brunhilda sat quietly, listening in as all the others seemed to have forgotten she was there.

'Well; unless the poor child gets in the way. T'will be no fault of hers, poor bairn, but little ones so tend to put a stop to … other things. And them two, not yet married and already being drawn away from summat like this to tend to her…'

'True, that. S'why we tried to convince him to let Het's clan adopt her, but he wouldn't hear of it. Astrid's her godmother in any case, and he won't have anyone else be called father by that girl if he's breathing,' Codlungs Ingermann said with a laugh, making the water ripple as his girth wobbled.

'Aye, s'word,' sighed one of the younger mothers, lounging against the ledge surrounded by her sisters. 'Astrid's lucked out with that one. He's a good man; doesn't even like his mead much, not like my Narl.'

'I think that's not why she's lucky,' one of her sisters piped up, chuckling. 'Off he went coverin' _her_ up, and giving us a nice view!'

'Mind Astrid hears,' Sigga laughs, 'she won't leave you eyes to enjoy it with.'

The pool laughed as darkness began gathering. This late-night out would have been unthinkable only a year ago, with the threat of dragons so pressing and constantly imminent. Now those same creatures were sitting by the pool banks, snigging curiously and accepting caresses, and would help them home in the dark. Stars popped out in their multitudes, wavy strokes of cloud-like plumes adorning the sky together with the studded sparkles.

'Say,' the young mother spoke again, voice low and conspiratorial. 'Is it true that Astrid is still a maiden?'

Sigga sat up, glancing once at Droploug before both their eyes moved to Brunhilda. The older woman quietly waved a hand; she wanted to see what was to be said.

'Oh, aye,' one of the hall matrons replied as she washed her hair. 'Heard he made a vow not to touch her till their wedding night.'

'No way!' one of the husbands laughed. 'Our chief's son is either made of ice, or steel. They share a bed!'

'What?' one of the sister asked, intrigued and incredulous. 'And he hasn't touched her? Bollocks!'

'_I_ think we should be keeping an eye on her belly,' the bar matron replied archily. 'Wouldn't mind either - the Haddock blood's strong as ever. Look what a son Stoick made!'

'We've looked,' the young mother laughed. 'We're still looking!'

'I recon it will be another two months before they crack,' one of the men grunted. 'They're good children, Stoick should be proud, but they're young, in love and sharing a bed. It won't be long, and Gritta's right, whether she's ripe before or after they marry, the child's welcome.' The bar matrol nodded. 'I commend the boy for the idea, but I'll reckon our Astrid will be with-child by the twelve-month.'

'I'm thinking closer to the five-month count. We'll have new little Haddock by the spring after this, you'll see.'

'If she keeps looking at him the way she did now, they won't last another two,' another woman laughed. 'And he's not likely to disappoint her, either. Did you see the length of him?'

Brunhilda looked pointedly up at the stars as the conversation turned to the rather more interesting aspects of her future son - it was one thing to joke about the boy's firm arse with her daughter and their friends, a laugh by the river as they washed their linens. It was rather another to watch other women covet her daughter's husband-to-be. Just as the conversation was taking a turn towards the decidedly uncomfortable as the men began to speculate on what _they_ thought the boy had done during his five-year absence, Droploug turned to Brunhilda.

'What'd you say, Bru,' the woman asked kindly, making sure to speak loud enough for all of them to hear. 'She's your daughter, you'd know her best.'

The young mother and her sisters blushed, looking at one another with cringing embarrassment when they realised that she had heard everything they said. Brunhilda only smirked.

'Astrid's still a maiden. The boy's as good as his word,' she sighed. 'But I have to admit, I wish he wasn't making her wait. I want to see my only daughter have her own children before I grow too old to spoil them.'

Sigga laughed, Spitelout giving a snort.

'You'll outlive us all,' he said gruffly. 'Though I must admit, it's hard on the lad and lass that the Thorston affair moved their wedding back.'

'Oh aye!' Gretta replied. 'I'd much rather see them two wed than any. But we'll pray for a bountiful spring, Bru; that way, you'll get your grandkids. We all will, most like.'

Quiet settled over the pool as they all leaned back, looking up at the carpet of shining stars and wavering wisps of clouds, a few nocturnal birds and dragons cutting the light occasionally. The moon began rising, and when it would be up and shining, most of them would head for their homes.

'My money is still on the seven-month,' Sigga grunted, interrupting the quiet peace.

'Oh, aye,' Gritta said. 'I'll put a whole yak on it.'

'Think you can do better?' one of the sisters replied when her husband snorted. 'Go on, put a sheep where your thought is.'

'I call the _five_-month,' he said, 'she'll be with-child before Autumn's out.'

'Put a sheep on it?'

'Try three!'

'I call the three-month,' Droploug suddenly said, mischievously. Brunhilda snorted, unable to contain her laughter as the usually quiet and reserved woman kept brushing her hair while invalidating Hiccup's supposed iron will. 'Three-month, and our little Astrid is gravid.'

'Three sheep on that! Who's keeping tally?' Gritta said. Spitelout snickered and waved a hand. 'Mind you tell Gobber, he'll be right proper annoyed if we leaves him out of the pool.'

'Would only he'd get into a _watery_ one, the village would smell pleasant for a change.'

'Pray for an early wedding for our prince and he will _have_ to,' Sigga snarked. 'I change mine to the three-month too.'

Brunhilda simply chuckled, letting the conversation ebb and flow around her as everyone kept placing their bets and turning to other subjects before it always returned to Hiccup and Astrid, or Tuffnut and Camicazi, and what their future would be like. The moon rose languidly, a silver road on the sea, different currents breaking into the path like shoals of fish switching sides at the drop of a helmet. She wished she could see her daughter and her lover's path that clearly, but for now, she sat back and enjoyed the view.
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The clue is in the name! One of the better preserved and restored old outdoor hot springs of the circa-Viking age is ascribed to have belonged to one Snorri, and it has a fantastic view. You can look it up on Google, best on the link belonging to the website hurstwic dot org. Lots of pretty photos!
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**This chapter is dedicated to the fantastic Funk-Tastic, to whom I owed a one-shot for a gorgeous favour she did me a while ago. I'm sorry it came quite a bit after you so sweetly put me out of my misery, but I obsessed a little over it, as I wanted it to be good enough.**

**I admit to a guilty pleasure when I had Snotlout's mum call Hiccup their 'prince'. I had a snigger moment when Astrid called him 'heir to the throne of Berk' with Drago because I was imagining Hiccup's face if he were called that in the first film. I was in fits.**
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	3. Violentine's Day

**You know, some of the reviewers have decided they're in on the bets and are betting sheep and someone PM'd me with internet yaks. I am highly, highly amused. The bets are on for how long Hiccup manages to keep it in his pants.**

* * *

><p><em><strong>Berkian Eddur - 3<strong>_

_**Meeting at **__**Iðavöllr**_

* * *

><p>3. Violentine's day.<p>

Some people called it Valisblott1 in the other tribes. Berk had other ideas.

There was once a Viking called Violentine. He had a daughter called Lots. She was to marry the village stalwart, Mukus the Mighty, but she couldn't stand the bloke. Unfortunately, her father said otherwise, so she had to bow her head.

Then one day, Mukus' father Phlegm beat Violentine at arm-wrestling during Thawfest, and a family feud was issued. The contract was rescinded, and Lots was betrothed to another guy named Aham, who she happened to fancy.

That, according to Vikings, was extremely romantic. Don't argue, unless you want your nose reshaped.

So it was that a tradition was born to celebrate the lucky chance of Lots marrying Aham, who she sort of fancied, with Violentine being celebrated as the patron of all things romantic. It was the stupidest thing, _ever_.

Fourteen-year-old Hiccup had thought it a stupid thing, at any rate. And he knew it was sour grapes, too.

The thing was, his gifts had always been ... a mixed bag. For starters, the person receiving them had never known who they were from. And the usual 'preferred' method of showing interest didn't work much for him. He couldn't lug three logs while hopping and singing a love song. He couldn't climb a mountain and paint the tip blue, because it was her favourite colour (which he knew for sure), because he'd tried and didn't like pneumonia. The cherry tarts he'd left at her door had been mistaken for Violentine's gifts from her father to her mother, and the cheater hadn't refuted it, because he'd forgotten the holiday. He couldn't even get into a fight with her, bonk her on the head and carry her to her house to declare his love to her father, because Astrid was taller than him, and if he tried to head-butt her, odds where _he_ would be the one passing out … one way or another.

When was twelve, the _axe_ had gone down well. She was never without it, and just loved whacking people with it. It had been true satisfaction to watch Snotlout get a good beating with the handle he'd so meticulously crafted. But he'd felt like a sad sod when he was thirteen, to make her another weapon the next year, so he kept the dagger himself. And then she frowned when she saw it, and got testy. He'd kicked himself for a week after, and dropped a dagger off into her room. She'd used it to clean her nails for a fortnight every chance she got, so she could show it off, but it was a week after Violentine's day. So it didn't count.

When he was fourteen, he'd tried to do something out of the ordinary. He'd dropped flowers and a poem in her room, because serenading felt too old fashioned, and Mr Hofferson looked like he could break Hiccup like a twig. Admittedly the gifts weren't the best. They were just wildflowers and two lines of verse that were more sappy than romantic. She'd been fuming and extra furious all of the following month, vindictively pulling out flowers and trampling them, making him really happy that he'd left it anonymous.

Because that was his junk she was imagining, he was sure of it.

Between ages fifteen and nineteen, Hiccup thought of her every Violentine's day, but his gifts, bought and wrapped, were never sent to Berk. He could have managed, somehow, either accosting Trader Johann or somehow getting one of the heirs to do it, but it never even crossed his mind. He was Hiccup the Unwanted, and buying gifts for the woman he _still_ stupidly loved for Violentine's day was a self-indulgency, more than an honest intention to give it to her - he _could_ have a sweetheart too, even if she'd rather bash his head in with a frying pan than kiss him. So he bought her gifts, and stashed them away to look at and think of her.

When he was twenty, Hiccup was in utter agony. Violentine's day was soon - very soon. And he had no idea what to get Astrid. He legitimately could get her things now. Should get her things. But he was courting her, so he was _constantly_ getting her things. His old fallback of a weapon wasn't even valid anymore, because he'd forgotten all about Violentine's day and given her shiney new wrist-guards just last week. And it would make him feel like a sad sod to give her something he'd made randomly for Violentine's day, anyway.

So he was stuck sitting outside, watching the village while trying to glean an idea - any idea - on what to do. He'd asked his dad, who had become lost in remembering the times with Hiccup's mother. He'd regretted that one, because the deep sighing broke his heart. He'd asked Gobber; no help there. He'd proposed to give her a sheep. What Astrid would do with a sheep he had no idea, when the Haddocks owned three flocks. She'd probably kill it then and there, just to have one less head to worry about, and dinner for a week.

He'd even been desperate enough to ask Snotlout. His cousin had only leered at him. Tuffnut he'd asked too with … predictable results. The male twin was just back from a boat trip to Bog - or one of the outlier islands of Bog, as men were never allowed on the tribe-island proper. Hiccup could only imagine that a repeat of Snoggletog had taken place from his grin, and his mother's face. Hiccup sighed; he was glad that the preparations for the wedding were going smoothly, at least. Hiccup had flown to the outlier Bog islands a few times himself with his father, and the first Freya's day after the spring equinox had been selected. The wedding would take place on the Bog island further from Bog proper, and construction had already begun for the feast tables and the wedding site.

Hiccup scratched his budding stubble. Neither one of the boys had been helpful, but luckily Fishlegs had offered some rather good advice; a foot massage and a day of pampering sounded like the only viable option. In the end, he settled for a picnic on one of Gobber's islands, supplies for a nice foot-massage to be stashed with the food and blankets.

First he'd have to find somewhere to leave Ætta. Then he'd have to devise a way to kidnap Astrid without her suspecting that it was a kidnapping. And then he'd have to find decide what to do with the kidnapped party. He couldn't just … take her on a dragon and show her the sights, and do a few of those daring maneouvers that would force her to cling onto him if she was riding pillion …

… well, that idea had some merit.

He stewed on it for another day before he set things into motion. He risked asking Fishlegs to look after Ætta because he knew his own Violentine's day plans were all about staying inside to care for his newly pregnant wife and treat her like 'the queen of all queens'. He hoped that didn't involve Ruffnut screaming orgasmic obscenities that would lead to Astrid culling Hiccup's balls when Ætta repeated them. His father would probably be breaking up brawls all day, and Brunhilda was out of the question - the woman would probably spill the beans.

It went surprisingly quickly after he'd settled on what to do. A few days before, the only thing left pending was how to get Astrid away. And Hiccup decided that she wouldn't be _too_ annoyed at him if he lied at her for a good cause. He bribed Stormfly with his entire month's ration of chicken at the Hall and then got Fishlegs' last seal of agreement to watch Ætta, packed a large basket with balms and creams and oils, a picnic enough for five people (and one dragon) for the both of them alone, and he tried to hide his beaming smile when he told her he'd heard a rumour of a dragon in one of Gobber's northern-most small islands, and that they had to be stealthy - so the dragon just had to be Toothless - but he didn't dare go without backup, so would she please come?

The smile she got on her face was already a gift enough for him. Hearing her titter and hum as she walked away after bruising his arm was extra bonus.

On a whim, that afternoon he crafted a pretty little leather choker to tie around her neck, hammering studs into it so that it would match her _kransen_ and some of her armour, and wrapped the leather around a bright blue cotton ribbon that would tie it in the back. It wasn't really something Astrid normally wore, but he was feeling jovial and imaginative. When he arrived home, he didn't even mind it that she was already fast asleep, curled on his side of the bed instead of her own and snuggling his pillow. It was nice to be able to spoon her discretely (being careful not to wake her up, because he didn't fancy a broken rib).

He was up bright an early the next day, top of the morning and all that. His dad gave him a wink and a wave as he tottered around the kitchen smiling like an idiot, making preparations - he hadn't told his dad, but both of them knew what day it was, and both of them knew Hiccup had plans with Astrid. His dad could probably imagine.

He bundled a whiny Ætta up, carrying the little girl in his arms still wrapped in her bed clothes all the way to the second Ingermann lodge were Fishlegs was already up and waiting, Woodnut in arm and Ruffnut knocked out on the couch.

'Long night?' he asked, passing his little girl on. Fishlegs just grinned. All the village knew Ruffnut was pregnant again, though she hadn't yet started showing, and from what he could see of Fishlegs's face, they'd been trying to defy nature and see if he could put more babies in her belly. All night.

'Something like that,' the man shrugged, holding one child in each arm.

'Thank you again for doing this for me, Fish,' he sighed. 'Are you sure you don't have plans for the day?'

'Eh, Ruff hates it,' he shrugged. 'So we celebrate around it. She says she will let no idiot ancestor of someone she doesn't even know tell her when she'll celebrate a holiday.' Both men chuckled together. 'All the better for me; she gets a special day the day before, and I get a special one the day after.'

'Smart,' Hiccup grinned, waving as he turned to go, rushing back towards his own hall and arriving just on time to find an irate Toothless waiting for his breakfast. 'Got you covered, bud! Eat it all up, we have a long day today!'

His enthusiasm didn't fade when the day dawned properly and it proved grey and dreary. It was spring, the weather was unpredictable, the terrors were singing on the rooftops, it was Violentine's day and he actually had a plan and a sweetheart this year. Nothing could go wrong.

He'd been tempting fate, of course. Astrid came down not a few moments later, packed and ready to go. Hiccup had attached the picnic saddle bag to Toothless, careful to slip the choker into a plate he would hand her, and then they were off. He'd chosen the northern-most island of the Berkian Territory on purpose, somewhere remote where there were very large glades covered in the grass and wild flowers. It would have been lovely to see the dappled sunlight through the trees, but one could not have everything.

The trip was also a long one, longer than he had anticipated with the heavy saddle bag and extra person, and Astrid spent the majority of it trying to coax details out of him regarding this mysterious new threat dragon that they were supposedly heading to look for.

By the time they began approaching it was afternoon, and as the days were still short, the long dusk had begun. He smiled when, just as he'd planned - if perhaps an hour later - the beautiful lights of the northern skies began to appear in wispy, smoky waves.

He switched Toothless into a glide, relaxing their pace as he felt a smile spread on his face. This was the romantic first date they never got to have, where he took her somewhere awesome on dragon-back and she was relaxed about it, rather than tense and rallying people to get off Dragon Island. He sighed happily, the rest of the day panning out in front of him. He'd get punched, hopefully not too badly, about the fake threat. Then they'd find a glade in full view of the West, sit down and enjoy their food as they watched the sunset. He'd give her that foot massage until she was relaxed as a sleepy dragon, break out the flute2, which he knew would be a surprise as they'd already drifted apart when Gobber had begun teaching him, and she'd make fun of him for it for as long as she liked - hopefully while wearing his gift - and _then _before it got too cold, they'd bundle everything up and head back, another romantic flight, to come home late at night and snuggle under the furs, freezing, together in their bed and warming each other up.

He barely got to finish this particular bout of wishful thinking.

'Arvindayle's fire!' Astrid gasped, and then she growled something that sounded savagely angry, frighteningly similar to 'revenge', 'honour' and 'dragon meat mince'.

'What?' he asked, feeling like someone hit him upside the head.

'Toothless!' Astrid hissed, suddenly hauling Brisinga off her back and letting her left fingers dig into his side. 'The enemy dragon is close, and it's a monstrously tricky one. Keep an eye out!'

'What?' Hiccup asked again, even as he suddenly yelped because Toothless took her seriously and dropped out of his glide, making him scramble to adjust the pedal and avoid an unplanned daredevil maneouver.

'The flightmare will be _mine_ this time!' she laughed, raising Brisinga high. 'They tied me up in Stoick's hut when I was fifteen, but not this year! It comes early, and I'm not going to miss this time!'

What... What?

'Toothless! We have to protect Hiccup! This one is nasty!' Instantly, Toothless kicked his rigging in the emergency gear, and suddenly he was in control of his flight. Hiccup squeaked as they began racing at incredibly high speeds, Astrid almost standing behind him as she waved her axe around like a mad woman. During a particularly harsh turn, they almost toppled off balance due to the heavy saddle bag, and Astrid leaned down and unlatched it.

'What are you doing!' he yelled in dismay as he tried to grab their falling food and blanket and everything else. It sank down towards the sea like a rock. There went the pretty choker and the picnic and … his flute too. He'd bought that one from a road trader in a place tucked between two mountains. It was engraved and beautiful, and now it was … yup, wet and gone.

They flew around in aimless circles for the next hour, the sunset come and gone together with his patience as he tried to get a word in edge-wise the whole time, being either ignored or interrupted. Finally, he declared the day over as the first stars appeared overhead, and with no chance of ever living a single romantic moment with Astrid this year. Again.

'We're going home,' he growled, reaching down halfway off the saddle to crank the gear back to his control, and then he jammed it. Sensing his anger, Toothless gave a questioning warble, but Hiccup merely turned him towards Berk and urged him on. Toothless wisely did not argue.

Astrid was less wise.

'But-'

'We're. Going. Home!' he barked, and something in his tone seemed to register that he was annoyed with _her_, so she fell quiet for the rest of the trip. He threw himself off Toothless as soon as they landed behind his house, but Astrid was not far behind.

'What was that about!' she yelled, obviously having worked up quite a temper from having been yelled at.

It was the last straw. Hiccup whirled on her, ignoring her waving axe, and snapped.

'What was that about? That was about the bag you decided to drop into the ocean without asking a single word on whether or not I was OK with it!' he growled.

'It was throwing us off balance!' he snapped right back. 'What did you have in there, stones? I can sew you more clothes and blankets, Hiccup, but we lost that dragon because-'

'There was never any dragon!' he roared, throwing his hands up.

'What? But you said-'

'Yes! I lied! It was supposed to be a _surprise_; a picnic, a sunset and some time just for you and me!' he flailed his arms out angrily. 'But of course, that was a stupid plan! _Happy Violentine's Day, _Astrid!'

He whirled around again, storming into his house and ignoring the door banging off the wall as he walked in.

'Not go well, I take it?' Stoick asked sympathetically.

'Good_night_,' he barked back, stamping his feet all the way up and feeling childish for it, but also feeling better, so he just went with it. He took great satisfaction in throwing everything he was wearing across the room - even if he knew he'd be cursing himself tomorrow - and then wore his night clothes and got under the furs, his back decidedly towards the other side.

He heard her tentative steps come into the room and he ignored them sulkily. Cloth and fur rustled in the silence of the hall, then the bed moved as she got in beside him, but he kept the grumpy up, making sure to stay stiff as a plank in bed, even when one of her fingers came to caress his shoulders tentatively.

'...It was Violentine's day?' she asked, a little meekly. She'd never usually sounded meek, especially not like that, so- no. No, he was going to be angry. He was going to be angry and damnit he wasn't going to give up the angry. 'I … sort of trained myself not to notice, you know.'

'Why?' his mouth asked. _Damnit_!

'Well, the first one after you left was the worst,' she said in a low-voiced mutter. 'I wasn't yet … you know, spoken for.' There was a small pause. Obviously she was hoping he'd turn round. He had to go stiffer than a plank to keep his body from doing just that. She sighed and went on. 'I got lots of gifts. Flowers, songs … mostly from Snotlout. It was a nightmare.'

'Oh great, so now being courted is a nightmare,' he ground out mulishly. 'Good to know. I'll stop right away.'

'Come on..' she said, sadly. Oh, heck, she was bringing out the big guns. 'Don't be like that, you know I really like your gifts. And at least your poetry isn't about the taste of sour yak milk and grass on my knees.'

His body literally did a tilt as it tried to turn to look at her incredulously but he refused to let it. He growled at the far wall. 'Remind me to break Snotlout's nose tomorrow.'

'Ok,' she replied sheepishly. Shit, she was using the _sheepish_. Her finger came up to caress his stiff shoulder again, but … he just was too angry. 'Please Hiccup, I'm sorry. I really am. I don't want to go to sleep at odds.'

He winced and began fiddling with the sheet in front of him.

'I'm so sorry,' she said again. 'You must have taken time to organize, and found someone to care of Ætta and I didn't even notice. And then you must have gotten me a gift, and … oh! Oh no! You must have been in the forge for hours, working on my gift, and I just threw it into the ocean!'

_Now_ she sounded upset; really, really upset. He knew she loved his metal work, and appreciated his craftsmanship in a way he'd come to adore. He couldn't let her think that. With a final sigh, he turned around to lie flat on his back and stare at the ceiling. Her hand sneaked to wiggle her fingers into his tentatively, and he just let her.

'It was only a choker, with a blue ribbon at the back. It wasn't armour or a weapon, so don't worry, I didn't spend hours on it … It was meant to go with your blue dress, but really the gift was the picnic. And a foot-rub. And the sunset and … well, all that nice time.' She wiggled closer and put her head against his shoulder. 'I'm still upset,' he said still a little grumpily. But then he went on, 'more that it didn't work out, than at you. I was just looking forward to it, I guess. Lots of- … lots of dreaming, you know.'

She didn't apologise again, but she curled up around his side and kissed his shoulder. The last bit of upset was leaking out, because really it was disappointment, and attention from her helped a little.

'I hate the flightmare,' Astrid murmured. 'It ruined my family name, and it took Uncle Fin away from us. He was too ashamed … I thought the lights meant ...'

'No, those are different lights. Up farther North, they're there all the time. I'd forgotten about the flightmare and … that. Sorry,' he muttered with a wince.

'I'm the one who over-reacted,' she replied sadly, and there was a note of melancholy that both soothed him and made him feel guilty. He wanted and at once didn't want her to be sad for their missed date today.

'So,' he went on after a while, wiggling closer to her to let her know he'd at least grown less upset. 'One bad Violentine's day can't have made you hate it so much that you tried to forget it existed. What else is there to this story?'

'Well … by the next year, I was engaged to you, so … it was still mostly Snotlout,' she sighed. He felt his body make an odd twitch at how strange it sounded to hear her speaking of being engaged to him at fifteen, when he was a world away, dreaming about her while he thought the stars were closer to his reach. 'This one time he roped Tuffnut into playing the fiddle and sat under my window singing horridly badly … Your dad got so mad at him he went out there personally to box his ear in. He was complaining about it ringing for a week. Tuffnut got the fiddle bashed over his head.' She chuckled. 'At least it was entertaining to watch your dad give them the smack-down, but the next year he tried to capture a dragon to impress me, and ended up bringing it into the village. It almost wrecked our hall. I could go on...'

'It _does_ sound tedious,' Hiccup conceded. The he prodded her, because she was biting her bottom lip as she always did when she was concentrating on something. 'What else?'

'Nosy,' she replied, slightly annoyed.

'Tell me, and you're forgiven,' he offered. She gave him a pout.

'Fine … I hated it because I was envious,' she admitted, looking away almost shyly. 'I hadn't thought long-term when I offered up my idea of the shield and … as time passed, I started missing you. And wondering.' She blushed. 'And … maybe hoping and wishing. There, I said it.'

She boxed his shoulder lightly then hid her face against it. So he turned around to face her and hugged her, letting her hide her face under his chin instead.

'Bit like me, then. Some of your jeweller _may_ be late Violentine presents, if we're honest. Very, very late.'

'...which ones?'

'The blue one with green stones … and the red one, with the matching earrings.' He scratched his cheek, which was blushing. 'And the rings with moonstones…'

She sniggered a little, poking his chest. Her promise ring glimmered in the dim light. 'Got bold there, Haddock.'

'Dreams are always bold.' They went quiet for a moment, and Astrid lay motionless in his arms, until she wiggled out of them.

'Turn.'

'What?'

'Turn over,' she insisted. 'And take your night clothes off.'

'Astrid, I'm in my nightclothes. I'm _only_ wearing those3!' He tried not to yelp, he really did. It didn't go so well for him. Astrid blushed for a moment, but then set her jaw stubbornly, and he knew he'd either take the shirt off, or his ship mast would be standing straight from her wrestling it off him. He gave in, blushing to the roots of his hair. All his hair.

'Lay on your belly,' she ordered, encouraging him to role with her fingertips, and he did so, disconcerted. He felt the bed wobble as she threw herself out, but she was back in a moment, and something cold dropped on his back, making him hiss. 'It will warm in a minute, I promise...'

Her fingers began digging into his back, going up and down and rotating on his neck muscles. Some spots were painful, but whatever she had put on him had warmed considerably, leaving a pleasant, toasty warmth wherever she touched. He was boneless within moments as she put more vigour into it, using her entire forearm and straddling his legs to leave tingles and lip-biting sensations on his lower back.

He was completely relaxed and drifting off by the time she stopped, flopping onto the bed beside him. He made an effort and opened his eyes to find her smiling and panting slightly.

'That was _really_ good,' he sighed. She smiled wider, leaning in to kiss his nose.

'No one's ever massaged you stupid, I take it,' she whispered triumphantly. 'Good. I'll do this again.'

'If this is how you win arguments,' he muttered into the pillow, aware that his voice was slurring as his eyes dropped. 'I may start arguments more often ...'

'Cheeky,' he distantly heard her snigger, a finger poking his shoulder barely registering in his thoughts. Her hand moved up to rest on the centre of his back, and then he heard her voice hum in his ears. He wasn't quite sure _what_ she said, but the sounds was sweet and comforting.

'`Ppy Violentine's day to you too, Asta,' he muttered before he dropped off to sleep.
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Astrid watched him drift off, pleasingly flushed, and shining from the whale oil she'd used to make the massage more pleasant. She wasn't exactly sure who the massage had been a treat for, but the smile on his face meant that it had worked, either way.

'That was _really_ good,' he said breathily, and his eyelids looked made of lead for all the effort he was making to keep them up. Being upset with her was energy draining for him. Who knew?

'No one's ever massaged you stupid, I take it,' she whispered triumphantly, so very, utterly _pleased_ that she was the first one. Take that, all the women of Midgard; five years away, and she still got to do this first. 'Good. I'll do this again.'

There was a pause, and for a moment, she thought he'd fallen asleep. His response was barely intelligible, when it came. 'If this is how you win arguments, I may start arguments more often ...'

She could see him do it, too. Pretend-fighting with that hopeful gleam in his eyes. He already did it for kisses sometimes. 'Cheeky,' she teased, creeping closer to him and drawing the covers around them. The linens would stain, but what did she care? That dopey smile was worth anything. She let her hand drift up and down his back as she half-rose to kiss his cheek, and then his earlobe. Resting her cheekbone against his, she murmured. 'I really think I may love you.'

His heartbeat didn't jump under her hand, and she was almost glad of it. He looked content and warm … and she was so afraid of saying it. She was so scared of being wrong, and disappointing him.

'`Ppy Violentine's day to you too, Asta,' he replied, and her own heart jolted. She smiled against him, curling up further to his warm chest.

'Yes,' she sighed, 'happy Violentine's day.'
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1 From what I've found, there is actually no consistent historical evidence that a holiday called Valisblott as an association with Valentine's day prior to the existence of the latter. However, I thought some readers may be familiar with it and my research is obviously not conclusive, so I gave it a small mention - mostly to pull its leg. Violentine's day, on the other hand, is entirely my invention, and it sounds just too Berk not to be used. Because some people have chocolates and Valentine's cards. Berk has _Violence._

2 Hiccup also would be required to know how to play an instrument as a noble man (relatively speaking), and I gave him the flute because his long smart fingers are well built for it. Amongst other things.

3 Hiccup isn't being sexy here. I looked around, and there isn't much evidence that Vikings wore underwear before the 10th Century. As I'm placing this waaay before in my head (based on the clothing in the first film; a clue is the battle close to Constantinople Hiccup describes in Holt, which really happened) Hiccup wouldn't have had underwear to wear at all. Hurtwick dot org even says that poor people mostly slept naked, while higher ranked members of society would have better means - and thus sleeping clothes.
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**This idea hit me upside the head, and I couldn't shirk it. It was silly, and funny, and I enjoyed writing it, not to mention, the image of a pouting Hiccup stomping up to his room couldn't be passed up.**

**Also, it always struck me as funny that Astrid's face went all 'ooooh, pretty!' when she saw the northern lights during their romantic flight, because that should have, according to the series, made her mad as a hungry gronkle because it reminded her for family honour and why she hated dragons and yadda yadda. So yes, I am pulling the leg of the romantic flight with this fic. Sorry, my humour is pawky.  
><strong>

**I am also very, very close to submitting a thesis I have been working on for 3 years. And then will begin working on PhD proposals. Maybe. Gods I'm wired. But I will also be absent for a while; just a headsup. Wish me luck!  
><strong>
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	4. Occupational Hazzards

**I apologise for the long silence – it has been an intense few months. I have had trouble writing, and writer's block is a bear I wrangle often – usually why I prefer to post ready stories. This, together with the fact that I like to write ahead, conspired to keep the Becoming-verse fairly dry. I have been posting some drabbles on tumblr for anyone who cares to give them a look – under elliottkathy. I hope the few crumbs there make up for the long silence.  
><strong>

* * *

><p><em><strong>Berkian Eddur - 3<strong>_

_**Meeting at **__**Iðavöllr**_

* * *

><p>4. Occupational Hazzards<p>

'How long do you think this one will last?'

'I don't give her more than a few minutes. There's always someone's daughter. _Always_. It's nearly amusing if it didn't make me feel like strangling them so hard.'

Camicazi and Ruffnut were standing off to the side, taking a short break as Hiccup took time out of the usual lesson to discipline this batch's upstart. He was standing by the side, arms crossed and mountainous glare on his face as he watched Beetlesauce, a Bog girl, shove dragon dung into a barrel with a spade almost larger than she was, a scowl on her face trying to rival his own.

'This one's a stubborn arse, Beetlesauce is,' Camicazi said with a head tilt. 'I wonder if he'll do it again.'

'Do what again?'

Camicazi moved closer to the twin. 'Expel her, sister.' Ruffnut blinked at her. 'Send her off without so much as a box to the ear. It's only happened once to date, with Helhilda's daughter, and she's been in disgrace and dragonless on Bog ever since. Hiccup's even been thinking of asking her to come back, to see if she's learned the lesson, but that's less likely if he'll have to send this one off.'

'I didn't know he could _do_ that,' Ruffnut replied, scratching her chin.

'Why not? He's the dragon master, and he is the one in charge of the teaching. If he says you're out, you're out. And this one looks well on the way.'

'Let's see if we can help her,' Ruffnut grinned. 'This Helhilda's daughter sounds like someone who will punch her teeth in when she finds out she lost her chance at the training again because of her. If that happens, give Beetlesauce something to do at your wedding so we can all see her glorious broken teeth.'

'You have yourself a _deal_,' Camicazi sniggered.

'I can hear you, you know,' Hiccup sighed, looking over at the two women in exasperation. The lessons for all the children of the archipelago had started, and the heirs had all landed last week, some towing boats with the promised provisions from the end of their dragons, and some - like little Spit - eagerly clinging to the ship mast's crowsnest to be the first to glimpse Berk. The little lad was off somewhere with Thuggory, making friends with a thunderdrum who'd immediately taken a liking to him. Once the child got over the fear of the foot-long teeth and strange flat body, he'd been wetting the dragon and massaging its scales like a pro by the end of the first day.

Hiccup turned back to the students, ignoring Camicazi and Ruffnut as they sniggered (only pretending to contain it behind their hands) and took a quick review of the other students in the Arena. Snotlout was helping with the props and the exercise targets, officially, but he and his baby nightmare, already grown enough to sit on his shoulder while swishing its tail against the human's butt, were learning and observing nonetheless. The adult classes for the Berkian population had been going well, and most of the new dragon-Viking pairs had formed a rather solid bond even outside of the necessities of battle. Well, except Broggart the Gassy and his gronkle Thunderclap. Hiccup shuddered; he really didn't want to think about those two. His poor nose may still get post traumatic smell disorders.

There was a group of children ranging all ages from Berk, some of the older recruits from the allied tribes coming along with the heirs to give a hand. Camicazi was currently letting two of her little cousins, aged 14 and 15 respectively, help everyone learn how to deal with a snaptrapper. They'd been the ones to find the wounded one stuck in a collapsed cave, and had thought it the tribal rain dances once they'd bound it's foot. Wurm had warmed up to the small children once they had started presenting him with turnips and cabbages, something he apparently prefered a great deal to eating Vikings. Hiccup couldn't blame him; if Vikings tasted as they smelled…

Dogsbreath and Sleet had come together (much to Astrid's grinning face and elbow-to-the-gutting) and they were helping Fishlegs with all the boulder class dragons. A literal congregation of people had gathered around them, as gronkles and most other boulder class dragons (which were not angry whispering deaths, that is) were usually the easiest to train and handle for beginners. The three of them were looking rather happy to be at the centre of such a crowd, unashamedly toting all the positive qualities gronkles had and trying to convince them all to take a baby gronkle - already the size of a small beer barrel - home with them.

Tuffnut was … not on Berk. Well, technically, he still was, but also technically, he was not - thank all the gods. He had been given the task of teaching all of the potential zippleback riders how to handle them, and since all the candidates were Bogs, he had been carted off to a barren island that belonged to Gobber, with the understanding that if any Boggy girl died, he'd be the one to face his future mother-in-law. Hiccup had no doubt that Gobber's island would be even more barren, and that they would all be coming back, charred and grinning.

Astrid was handling the children who had chosen nadders - and he wasn't at all biased when he said that she was doing it fantastically, not biased at all, particularly when she had let the nadders hang a Meathead child against the Arena wall - and Gustav was standing by with Baldr, looking terribly red and terribly willing to please. It made his eyebrows tick, but he contained it to stave off more teasing from his promised; Gustav had developed quite a crush for Astrid. Hiccup had found himself being roaringly jealous of the newly turned fourteen-year-old boy - especially because he acutely remembered being fourteen, and the dreams, and the eyes falling to places … theeere they went.

Still, all in all things were going quite well.

But … this one, here. This one was a problem girl. Beetlesauce finished spading the dragon dung off the ground, clanging the last remaining dregs against the barrel with a defying scrape of the spade.

'There, done, big _Master_,' she hissed at him, a pint-sized mini-Snotlout in his early teen years. This one wasn't even a teen - she was eight. And built like a bulldog. And totally, infuriatingly defiant. Hiccup had been keeping his anger in for two weeks, and now she was dancing on his final nerve.

'Not quite,' he replied, pointing towards a pile of dragon poo that Snotlout's nightmare had just cheekily dumped close to her before puffing a small fire ball at her and scampering up Snotlout's back again.

Beetlesauce turned a scandalised look at the new pile of dragon manure on the previously pristine (by Viking standards) ground. The little girl went cherry red, growled worthy of a nightmare herself and threw the spade down with a screech.

'I _hate_ dragons!' she yelled, glaring up at him with her eyes shining in ire. 'You can keep your stupid training and shuv it up your-'

'Now there!' Hiccup said, glaring at her harder, stepping forward and grabbing her by the shoulder. 'That's quite enough of that!'

'Don't touch me, you stupid male!' the girl all but shrieked, driving her shoulder into Hiccup's abdomen and forcing him to let go with an oof. Before she rushed out of the arena, Hiccup was dismayed to see that Beetlesauce had tears threatening to overflow her eyes.

'Well, that's the first time any of them_ quit_,' Cami said nonchalantly. 'Her aunt is going to be shamed, and disappointed.'

'Aunt?' Ruff asked.

'Eh, her mother's gone, and her sister's out there adventuring,' Cami said with a shrug. ''s the way with us Bogs. Girls get brought up by the homey types, and the warriors just do their thing.'

Hiccup turned on time to watch Ruff give the baby in her arms a considering look, and just restrained himself from slapping his forehead.

'What was all that about?' Astrid asked, coming up,

'I don't know,' he sighed. She answered his tentative look with a nod, and he was once again relieved to have her; she took over the entire class without batting an eye, and he quickly got on Toothless and into the air.

Little Beetlesauce was fast, her little legs were pumping her across the village as she ran away and she was almost at the forest edge. But unfortunately for her - and luckily for Hiccup - almost nothing on earth was as fast as a night fury.

Toothless barely rose and dove in the time it took for a kitten to yawn, and Beetlesauce was in his claws, wiggling and screaming and kicking air.

'Let go, let go, _let go_!' she screeched, landing with a tumble when Toothless complied and then growling at the dragon. She didn't run again, but she curled up into a little ball and glared at them balefully over the in-curve of her elbow, burying the rest of her face in her arms.

'Beetlesauce,' he said warningly, slipping off his dragon and walking towards her. Another baleful look was thrown his way this time, but Hiccup was dismayed to see tears there. Children in general normally cried; Viking children cried much less often. And Viking little girls tended to cry even less than the boys. The fact that he had a little one of his own now seemed to have made being harsh with them - sometimes necessary - much more difficult than it previously was. So he sighed, squatting down to totter right in front of her, balance a bit off on his metal foot, and put a hand on her head.

She flinched, then looked up at him again.

'What's wrong?' he asked instead of scolding her another time. She sniffed and looked away; blushing with embarrassment that he was seeing her cry, no doubt. He smiled at her, being careful to keep it neutral. 'You know, you remind me of Astrid. She hates it when I see her cry, too.'

Beetlesauce scoffed.

'Astrid is going to _marry_ you. She must cry often.'

Ouch. This girl … 'You don't like me at all, do you?' he sighed, falling back to sit on his butt and then leaning onto his arms. Toothless, seeing the evidence of Hiccup's intentions to stay longer, stretched his wings, yawned and rolled belly-up to let the weak sun warm it.

'No. You are the one who made everyone like dragons. Now you _have_ to like dragons or you're a weirdo, and I _don't_ like dragons, so because of you, I'm a weirdo!' she yelled. Toothless looked offended for a moment, but then scoffed at Hiccup, nodding his way towards the girl as if to say that Hiccup should get on with his defence at this horribly unjust statement.

Knowing the dragon and his love for children, that was probably ... actually, _exactly _what he was saying.

'Why don't you like dragons, then?' he asked instead of jumping to defence right away. Toothless looked indignant.

'The stupid reptiles killed my mum!' she shouted back. Hiccup blinked, disconcerted for a moment, then let out an explosive sigh. Toothless looked utterly horrified.

'Yes, mine too,' he replied. This time Toothless looked tragic. Then skeptical. Then tragic again.

'I … what?'

'Hmm,' Hiccup replied with a nod. 'I was around … oh, I don't remember exactly. I was five? Or maybe four; I can't really recall. All I know is that there was a raid, and one day I had a mum, and the next day I didn't.' He sighed, pulling out a strand of grass and rolled it between thumb and forefinger, looking at the green stain pensively.

Toothless looked positively weepy. He came up crooning apologetically as if he'd been the one to carry his mum off. Hiccup snorted. 'Shut up, silly reptile. It's been years; we miss her, but it's ok.'

Beetlesauce stared. 'But your mama ...'

'Well, maybe I was a little luckier than you,' he said with a smile. 'We have dads on Berk, you know, like you have aunts and sisters, but also … I found Toothless.' He scratched the dragon's head.

'He's a _dragon_,' Beetlesauce hissed. Toothless grumbled back.

'Well spotted,' Hiccup replied, a little bit of his usual sarcasm leaking into his voice. He turned to face Toothless, the night fury still pretty upset that there was a little girl who didn't want to play with him. 'He's my best friend, and nothing will ever change that. He's saved my life so many times I've lost count, and if I wanted anyone to guard my back, I'd chose him every time.' He paused. 'Don't tell Astrid. She'd skin me.'

When Beetlesauce sniggered, he counted it as a victory.

'Why do you like him, though, if … your mama … do you remember her?'

'Yes, she smelled of soap and … burnt porridge,' he chuckled. 'She cooked about as well as I do; which is not at all.' He shrugged. 'But you see … dragons were forced to raid us. It was like you, not liking dragons and being forced into training here. They didn't want to raid us - dragons stay away from humans mostly, when they're wild; like the wolves. But they needed to bring food to their … evil chief, or she'd eat them. And _we_ … well, we're Vikings. We don't just let dragons take food from us, not even when they breathe fire, shoot spines at us and have big, sharp teeth.'

Beetlesauce nodded with a strong chin. Toothless crooned in protest.

'Yes, yes; or never miss.' The night fury looked sufficiently appeased.

'So no one ever thought of dropping a weapon and asking them stop.' Hiccup shrugged. 'Then I shot Toothless down, and I let him go. He didn't kill me, so I got curious, because … dragons should always go for the kill, that's what everyone said.' Beetlesauce came a bit closer, looking at Toothless. 'So I started spending more time with him, and he spent more time with me. I found that dragons weren't bad - they were just scared and defending themselves. And Toothless learned that us Vikings aren't bad either, you know. Just scared and defending ourselves.'

'The dragons were scared of us?' Beetlesauce asked, sounding very confused. Toothless snorted, but Hiccup gave him in an amused look and he subsided.

'You know, I was very small, as a boy,' Hiccup said, moving closer to her and letting her move into his side. 'But Toothless was really scared of me. Even when he was really hungry and I was holding a fish, he wouldn't come next to me, not until I threw my little knife away.'

'Really?' Beetlesauce said sceptically, leaning around Hiccup to look at Toothless. The dragon snorted, not in the least pleased to be reminded of the fact that he'd been scared of a little human child. 'But he could have eaten you with one gulp.'

Toothless looked positively horrified. Hiccup laughed.

'Dragons don't eat people,' he chuckled. 'Apparently, we taste terrible.' Toothless snorted and stuck his tongue out in agreement. 'But they _did_ need to feed their bad queen, so they had to attack us and steal our food. And then we attacked them … and it never would have stopped. But then Toothless didn't kill me, and I helped him fly … so now, no one else's mum has to die.'

Beetlesauce seemed to think about it.

'But mine still died,' she said in the end, stubbornly setting her jaw. She at least leaned into Hiccup for comfort, and he took that as a good sign.

'Well, yes; but what about the dragons? I've not seen any be angry at us.'

'What?' Beetlesauce asked, confused.

'Well, before she was killed, did your mama kill any dragons?' he asked. Beeltesauce paused, then nodded. 'I'm sure some of those dragons were someone's mama, too. And papa, and family, you know.' Hiccup shrugged. 'Both the humans and the dragons had to let go of that for there to be peace. My own dad hated dragons because they took mum, but he forgave them, for my sake.' Toothless came closer and snuggled into his other side. 'And my dad has two sons now. Because Toothless won't say, but he sees my dad as his own, too.'

Toothless didn't even snort. He looked away, pretending dignity, but didn't try to refute the statement in the slightest.

'So … so some of the dragons lost their mamas, too?' she asked, seeming more than a little taken aback. He nodded, and let her mull over it as he sat there, scratching Toothless' head and enjoying the moment of peace he had so unexpectedly snatched. 'I … should say sorry to the dragons, then, too. But will they say sorry to me?'

'They might, if you ask nicely,' he said, smiling at the clouds. All the practice with Ætta was sure paying off. He could speak 'little girl' now.

'Then we should go back. Should I say sorry to them all, or to a few?' she asked again, frowning. Hiccup stood up, helping her to her feet and then sitting her on Toothless' saddle.

'You should probably start with your teacher,' he said mildly, re-establishing authority rather reluctantly. But Beetlesauce responded well to it, lowering her head and nodding before apologising. 'It's best to apologise to the dragon you choose, once that happens. It will be easy to do, you'll see, once you really feel that you've bonded, it will come natural ...'

He kept teaching her as they flew back, sure now that she was listening. The arena was almost empty when they landed, with only a few stragglers and the teachers waiting (Cami was still there, asleep on Ruffnut's shoulder, who was snoring with her head thrown back and charcoal-scribbled dicks on her face. Tuffnut was sniggering. Fishlegs, obviously, was absent).

'Well, that's domestic,' he muttered, as he hoisted Beetlesauce off the saddle. She scarpered away the minute her feet hit the ground.

'You have no idea, dragon master,' Astrid muttered, coming up behind him with folded arms. He smiled at her and leaned against her side slightly, and Astrid had no compunction twisting to slip her arm around his waist as he kissed her cheek. 'Things got crazy after you went off.'

'Is that a fact?' he asked, draping an arm over her shoulders. She groaned and buried her face into his shoulder. It made his heart bounce.

'Yeah, Ruffnut thought it would be a good idea to let the kids choose … so Cami and her let out _all_ the dragons. Fish is still off trying to catch the last few. They think it's a game.'

'All of them?!' he asked, incredulous. He tried to picture the mayhem. He failed.

'Yeah,' Astrid sighed, leaning into him a bit more, 'All the terrors were running around like crazy, the nadders were trying to preen and getting interrupted and getting _really_ testy about it, the nightmares are _young_ so they were showing off and going up in flames, and then the training rack caught fire, and then Spit thought it would be a good idea to go talk to a sea dragon and he tried to bring a Scouldron up. But we both know they're not exactly friendly, so...'

'So you needed to go save him,' Hiccup finished, but Astrid shook his head. Hiccup watched as Beetlesauce approached the dragons, squatting to the baby ones and muttering to them. Some of them sniffed and snuffed her, pulling on her tunic and trying to get her to play. A zippleback blinked at her with rapt attentions, followed by a baby skrill they'd found as a hatchling on a trip to the mountains. He had to keep an eye on that one.

'No, he got a _baby_ Scouldron.' _That_ got his attention.

'Oh no.'

'Oh _yes_. And then you can guess what happened next. He makes friends with a baby Scouldron, they take to each other - the baby's mother doesn't take to _him_ ...'

'And _then_ you had to go save him,' Hiccup said with a laugh.

'Oh yes. While evading sixty tons of angry sea mum, because the baby Scouldron _really_ liked Spit and wouldn't go back to his mother. And trying to calm the Thunderdrum, which was getting agitated and not helping anything at all.'

'Oh boy.'

'Yeah ...' she sighed, and leaned into him even more.

'Remind me never, _ever_, to put these two on a class together again. I mean, I was away for maybe an hour … an hour and a half … Thor, where's Spit?'

'Down on the beach with Phlegma and Dragonfly. He actually got to _name_ that baby, and I've totally no idea how we're going to handle it now. The thunderdrum still follows him around, and both dragons seem to have no problem sharing. The Scouldron _mum_ is _not_ happy.'

'I'll deal with it as soon as I have the rosters reordered a bit to get the two she-devils away from one another.' He paused, rubbing his chin and scratching at the slighty itchy stubble. He'd let it grow out due to lack of time, but it was slowly vying for beard-dom. Slowly. 'I mean there may be a good reason for Spit to keep the Scouldron, if a bond's set already, and with Hopeless having all those tide pools and harbours the thunderdrum could help where the Scouldron can't, but he sounds like he's too small ...'

Astrid sighed and looked up at him with half-lidded eyes. He blinked, and looked at her.

'Autumn,' she said dreamily, and he blushed. Oh dear, she was thinking of … things. He had no idea why, but … Oops, there went her hand! Oh boy, in front of things- people- dragons- um ...

'Yeah, um, let's see, Beetlesauce is sorted, took care of that. Now I have to go, um, ah, do rosters. Check that Ruff and Cami aren't on the same one. Or Cami and the twins in general. You never know, so, er, going to do that...'

He untangled himself clumsily, and then tripped when he looked back and found her biting her lower lip.

'Autumn,' she mouthed again. He fell flat on his face, and her laughter woke Cami and Ruff up.

=0=

That thing, with Toothless thinking Stoick was his dad too? That's totally my headcanon. You can imagine why I wasn't very ok with how Stoick … er … took a break.

=0=

**I wish to take this chance to wish everyone best wishes for all the holidays and a prosperous new year. Happy Christmas eve, to all those who celebrate it!**


	5. Great Beyond

Happy Easter!

**Warning**: From this chapter onwards, Hiccup and Astrid are going to begin inching towards becoming lovers as their relationship deepens. Therefore, there are going to be mentions physical expressions of love that may make some people uncomfortable.
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_**Meeting at **__**Iðavöllr**_

5. Great Beyond

They were sitting by the fire, listening to the crackle and pop of the wood. His dad had brought in half a tree that morning, a pine just freshly chopped and quartered like a large beast to slaughter. They no longer needed to worry about the wood being dry to make kindling, because dragon fire was dragon fire, and now the whole house smelt of fresh pine, sap and wood turning the house almost into an inside forest through their noses.

Hiccup was working on his new leg, as much to his mortification, he had outgrown the one currently serving as a replacement for his foot. He had been sure - practically certain - that there was no more height to be gained on his lanky frame. He was twenty, and he was tall if still a twig, so at least he'd contented himself on not having lost a limb during the more trying age of his youth, where he'd be changing a prosthetic a week.

Loki must be laughing.

His inability to walk straight had been amusing to most of the village - admittedly, himself included after he'd fallen down the hill from his house the first time, and a panicked Toothless had made him see the humour in it - but it had unfortunately meant that Hiccup was stuck sitting down at home, tinkering away at his foot, while Astrid went off to Bog.

Originally, Astrid was meant to go with him as a delegate - promised and future wife, presiding with him on the wedding preparations. Instead, it was his father who had gone with her, picking up the role again with gusto as they met on a men-neutral island, and haggled over every single thing.

His dad had returned a while back, bearing a letter. A short missive in Astrid's writing, begging for his blessing to go on an expedition with Cami. The Bogs were about to embark on some good-old night-time burglaring to 'augment' the wedding supplies, and Astrid couldn't bring herself to refuse. Hiccup had been too flattered that she'd asked him at all to refuse - not that he would have anyway. A few weeks later, another terror had brought news that the party had come upon some pirates, and they'd decided to follow them to headquarters to loot them _all_, instead of just one ship, so did he mind too terribly if she delayed her return by a little longer? Then another, this time longer, runes scratched and long and excitedly scrawled, recounting what she'd done and how she and Cami had gotten into a captive-taking competition, and how much she was enjoying herself.

Astrid had been away for almost a month by this point, and Hiccup was sick with worry - and, only slightly, with envy. Spring was the best season to be in the air, and even though it was still cold in the mornings when she left, the changing patterns of the weather had settled somewhat in the last few weeks into something utterly glorious. But it all seemed rather dull to him, stuck inside while he rattled away at his leg, which seemed to be cursed with the inability to function properly. The hobble to the forge was torture, crutch leaving a bruise on his armpit and stretching his side like he'd never felt before, and then there were the miserable hours of toiling over the open fire, tinkering with the damn prosthetic that sprouted one problem after the other. Screws came loose where they never had before, coiled wire tensions snapping and almost taking out Gobber's other hand; he was suddenly too tall for the saddle again, so he had to design a new one, and then modify the already testy metal leg to sooth that - something it protested against by falling apart, washers and various wood and metal bits bouncing around him as he held a timber knife to the thin-air left in his other hand.

It hadn't been fun, but at least his month had been busy.

Yet, it still wasn't enough to stop the gnawing in his chest. Every time the door to the Haddock Hall opened, he had to stop himself from looking up hopefully, wishing for a head of blonde hair and armoured shoulders. She hadn't sent word that she would be back any time soon - that last missive by terror hadn't even had an update on her travel time, or any further appeal to ask for an extension of her trip. It had contained nothing but an elated account of her travels and conquests and victories. Astrid had taken to the Great Beyond like a yak to grass, and while Hiccup re-read the letter at least six times every night, smiling in response to the grin he felt radiating through the written words, it didn't make the bed less empty, nor his chest more light.

He'd always known that Astrid was a true Viking. And all, all great Vikings in the history of their people had the urge to explore, to find and travel and know and conquest. Since Hiccup had brought dragons to their people, that urge had only increased. He had it himself, it had led him by the nose across half the world to see places where people ate the crawling insects and spoke of vast swathes of sand with no sea, where spices and scents and smells beyond his thoughts had become everyday objects after a while. Where he'd sold amber for its weight in gold, and where people's eyes changed shape and their clothes shone in the finest silk, and they made white dragon fire explode in the sky, and Toothless had almost been taken from him in adoration, rather than fear.

The urge of it had almost taken him from home a second time, last Winter. And now Astrid was out there, tasting it for the first time. She had maps, she had a dragon, she had her axe. She was a Hofferson of will and courage and strength, hard head and bravery in abundance.

Hiccup was scared to death.

He swallowed and shifted uncomfortably, forcing himself back to the task of tightening the bolts on the new swerving system he'd included into this new leg. A riding leg, a walking leg, a weapon leg and even an ice leg. He'd only intended to go with the first two at first, but then his dad and Gobber had chimed in. It had been one of the most pleasant of the lonely evenings, brainstorming in the Haddock hall while mellowly half-drunk. Ætta had contributed what she'd thought were great drawing of different version of his new foot too, images he had folded carefully and stuck between the pages of his journal for safe-keeping, too precious by far to be left running around.

The little girl had been another comfort, though Hiccup suspected she was feeling Astrid's absence as much as he did. Four years old meant her mind made up all sorts of fantastical adventures that her surrogate mother was getting entangled with (another precious drawing, this time of Astrid bearing down on a tentacled, strange sort of dragon with her axe, was waiting for said Hofferson's confirmation. Hiccup had made the mistake of telling Ætta she had misunderstood a portion of Astrid's letter he'd read out - heavily censored - and Ætta had summarily informed him that he was being silly, and of course her mother had killed the sea monster). It surely made the time Astrid was away, however, seem so much longer to her young mind, each day stretching into an interminable space where no one sang her to sleep for an increasing number of nights, because Papa Hiccup could sing, but it wasn't the same, and after a while she'd said she'd wait for Astrid instead. Hiccup had often woken up with Ætta in his bed in the morning, and though he'd scolded the girl, he hadn't had the heart to tell her to stop.

The hall seemed lacking, somehow. His father was there, his little Ætta was there. Gobber was there more often than not; and Snotlout - dragging Lauga with him sometimes - and Tuff and Ruff and Fishlegs and tiny Woodnut. But nothing seemed to fill it. Even at its rowdiest, noisiest, the hall somehow still echoed. It made his chest ache, one night, when he thought that Astrid had only been away weeks, but he had been away for years. While he knew that Astrid cared for him now better than she did then, it still made him feel guilty for what his absence had done to her, and his father. What she had admitted on Violentine's day - how she had wished and hoped, after a few years of his absence, implicitly, of _him_ - had stuck with him in a way he wasn't likely to forget soon. She may not have said that she loved him yet - she may not even love him yet - but the seed of it, he was sure, was there. There was affection, at the very least, and attraction and care.

He was so very sure of it. He was sure. He bloody damn hoped he was right. Hiccup didn't want to doubt her. He didn't. But how was he going to compete with the Great Beyond? He knew the allure of it well enough.

So he resolved to be patient, and wait, and give her all the time she needed away to be adventurous and be herself. Astrid Hofferson with her axe and her nadder Stormfly, off the wreak havoc on unsuspecting victims. It was after all how he had always pictured her, and despite all his fears and all his nights awake, staring at the empty half of the bed, he would never stop her from what she wanted to do.

So it was that once his leg was finished, and the last adjustments were made on his saddle, and he was ready to fly, he stayed put. Not only could he not abandon Ætta as well, but he had no business going after her, like some wayward child that had stayed out beyond her curfew. Astrid would do as Astrid pleased; not to mention there was so much to be done in the hut, as all the household chores fell to him, now that she was away.

Hiccup slipped his foot back on, having tightened a final bolt in it until it stopped jangling like a stirrup, and picked up the sewing again. Poor Ætta had fallen and bloodied her knees when one of the dragonets had tried to nuzzle up to her ankles while she walked, and it had torn a hole in her leggings, which he was now mending.

The door opened, letting in the cool breeze of the spring evening, flames flickering and making the leggings in his hand seem to shift and move with them. Hiccup groaned in annoyance, Ætta at his feet scribbling night furies on the back of a spare piece of parchment and ignoring them all.

'Dad, you must be losing weight,' he said sardonically once the flames stopped dancing and he could see to put the needing into the fabric again. 'You're not blocking any wind any more. Close the door, will you? Or the logs you brought are going to make the whole village smell nice, and Gobber will hate you.'

The door closed and there was a beat of silence, making Hiccup frown as he was sure his dad would rise to either of his bates about his weight or Gobber's smell. Before he could look up, a chuckle and a huff froze him in place.

'Well, there's my pretty housewife! Not coming to give me a kiss? Because guess who has a new bridal crown!'

His head shot up, and there she was, standing before the door with her arms akimbo and a grin on her face as if she'd never been away. Her grin widened once she caught the look on his face, and she began laughing, bending over with mirth as more than her hair glinted gold on her head.

'Oh you should see your face!' she said, catching Ætta who had wasted no time in throwing herself at Astrid. 'Look, Ætta, look; mama brought herself some loot, and it will be yours someday!'

She pointed at her head, and Hiccup wrenched his eyes away from her face long enough to see that a very beautiful golden crown, studded with jewellery and silver filigree, was firmly placed on her hair. Ætta crowed at its prettiness, and it was transferred to her head right away, where it almost fell to her nose before it was adjusted. Astrid laughed, hugging the little girl in her arms and settling her on her hip.

'A queen gave it to me in exchange for a ride on Stormfly. You can't imagine the look on her face, when I told her she could train a dragon of her own if she put a mind to it.' Astrid's eyes, still dancing, moved from Ætta's face to his. 'Cami stole her _husband's_ crown right off his head without him noticing, and we started a civil war, and ended it with the dragons, in about five minutes. It was hilarious! Cami declared no kingdom could possibly do well under the dominance of a man and declared the Queen the total ruler. Oh you should have _seen_ it. He was _so_ mad, and then he pissed himself when we took him for a ride in dragon claws and dropped him a few times for good measure!'

Hiccup couldn't help joining in the laughter, even though his body was slightly unresponsive at the sight of her, hand still raised with the needle in hand and thread taut as a bow string. A small part of his mind was dancing - Astrid was here, she was back! - while the rest of him suddenly felt like he was 14 again, short and gangly and bony, not sure what to do with himself when the prettiest girl in Midgard was in the same room as him, _talking_ to him.

'I want to show the crown to grandpa Stoick!' Ætta piped, wriggling excitedly to be let down and then shooting out the door, calling to his father at the top of her lungs and making all the dragon babies follow her excitedly.

Hiccup felt like a startled deer when Astrid turned to him. She still wore the armour he'd made for her, but her clothes were vastly different, a mix of leather and fur and thick, white pelt-like fabric he knew was the white foxs' fur from the north plains. She didn't need the crown to complete the image; she already looked like a queen.

Then his brain caught up to him, and he realised; Astrid was _here_, what the heck was he _waiting for_?

Without another thought, he threw everything in his lap onto the floor, lept over the fire pit and gathered her up in his arms. Her back hit the hall door with his momentum, slamming it shut, but she didn't have time to protest because his lips were devouring hers before she even had time to think. He kissed her like he'd never kissed her before - to thank her for returning, to tell her how he'd missed her, to make sure she knew exactly how much she was wanted, and to thank her _again_ for coming back to a life of helping tend to the village, to the hall, and him, and Ætta and his father, instead of riding free on her dragon.

'Oh _gods_,' someone moaned when his hand cupped her rear, and her leg came up to curl around his hip, but he wasn't sure which one of them said it.

'I missed you,' she gasped in his ear when he moved to kiss her jaw, and her neck and her ear. 'I missed you so much. I thought of you every day.'

Hearing her say that soothed his soul better than any kiss. He gentled his ministrations on her neck, moving to look at her face again. He had to resist the instinct to surge forward the moment he saw her, lips swollen and wet, eyes half-lidded and smoky.

'I missed you all the time,' he answered, ghosting a hand on her hair which his fingers had pulled out of its braid.

'Every moment,' she replied, then grabbed the nape of his neck and pulled him in, taking control of the kiss despite the fact that he was still holding her against the door. Her lips became more impassioned and frantic with each passing moment, leaving him breathless and gasping to catch up, and Hiccup realised that Astrid was even further gone with passion than he was.

'Hiccup, Hiccup, please,' she murmured against his mouth, her tone a pleading moan that made him almost temporarily deaf with the blood in his ears. 'Please, touch me.'

It was a moment's thought; a decision of a split second, and he picked her up and ran up the stairs, trying not to stumble when she latched onto his neck and sucked hard. They collapsed together onto the bed, Astrid clawing at his tunic even as he undressed her greedily, armour and new clothes and fur flying uncaringly across the room. She didn't care for any of the things she'd brought and conquested, only for what she found waiting for her, she muttered into his lips. Hang the fur and the expensive clothes, she wanted to feel his skin.

She was completely naked by the time she reached for his trousers, and Hiccup grabbed her wrists and held them down without a word, not giving her time to protest as he worshipped her with all his heart, wrenching cries of pleasure from her with gentle nibbles and sucked flesh, his hands on her thighs and breasts and touching flesh he'd only ever seen before in the bath. This was for her; this was about nothing but her, Astrid here in his arms, in their bed again and come back to him. By the time he buried his face between her thighs, her fists wrenching his hair and toes curling against his back, she'd said his name a thousand times, sometimes in a gasp, sometimes in a moan, sometimes in a sob as his tongue and fingers drove her mad until she went stiff beneath him, wailing his name a final time before going limp and breathless. He ignored his own throbbing need, something he would have to take care of presently if he wanted to be able to think straight again, but for the moment, he willed himself still, looking up at Astrid as she lay sprawled before him, naked and beautiful, flushed and breathless, still muttering his name under the breath.

She'd come back. She'd come back to him. She'd come back _for_ him.

Astrid lethargically grabbed his shoulders and tugged until he complied, pulling him flush against her. She wrapped herself around him, leg thrown over his side as she sandwiched her front to his, moaning contentedly.

'You haven't ...' she sighed, upon feeling his length pressed against her.

'No, shh,' he replied, tunnelling his arm beneath her and closing her in an embrace, dropping kisses on her head and neck and any other part of her he could reach. 'Just let me hold you, please.'

She relented, her hand stroking up and down his back as her lips dropped kisses onto his shoulder.

'I love you,' he choked out. She moaned and hugged him tighter still, then shivered, forcing him to stray one arm away from her to pull the kicked fur over them. Astrid never answered him, nor did he need her to; she was here, and the first thing she'd done was fall into passion with him, like a long-suppressed need had surfaced irresistibly. It was all he would ever need - to feel that he was wanted.

'Only you, Hiccup,' she murmured in a voice so low and so quiet, he was sure he was hearing her thoughts and emotions instead of her voice. 'Only _ever_ you.'

'Asta,' he moaned, making her shudder.

'I've missed that so much,' she replied, and before he could stop her, her hand had slipped into his trousers, and he held her closer and tighter as she touched and squeezed him and her knuckles pressed against his lower belly, stealing his ability to form words with open mouthed kisses on his chest. His excitement mounted within moments, his hips bucking against her touches as a second hand joined the first, handling his balls, palming and squeezing gently until he was an incoherent mess. When her lips closed on his nipple, sucked and bit delicately, he was gone with a hoarse cry of her name, and she caught his spill with her discarded breast bindings while he panted helplessly.

She threw the garment off the bed, pulled the fur up closer around her, pushed him onto his back and settled on top of him, dropping small, endless kisses onto his face before he caught her head in his hands and kissed her deeply.

'I missed you,' she repeated once they separated, her tone and her gasps meaning so much more than the words.

'Me too,' he answered needlessly, caressing her hair. 'I love you, I'll love you always.'

She raised her head from his neck to look at him, then; a sharp-eyed look defying all the fatigue of their spent passion, searching and probing him until he almost squirmed. It suddenly occurred to him that he hadn't had the time to appreciate what they had done - this was the first time they had come this far, the first time they had pleasured each other beyond their mutual gratification on Snoggletog morning, and even that had arisen chiefly from relief and opportunity. This time, they had been passionate, purposeful; clothes had been ripped away and skin coveted with a fierceness he barely recognised in himself and that he adored in her. Astrid had touched him until he came undone under her hands, and the thought was almost enough to make him hard again - it also made him realise that he wanted more; and he saw that reflected in her eyes.

'Autumn,' she replied, voice breathy as she dropped a kiss far more gentle than the previous one on his lips. Their tongues danced languorously, slow and lazy and not quite satisfied, but satisfied enough. Hiccup remembered all her joking requests of a wedding night before she declared her love for him, and now they suddenly weren't funny anymore. They weren't jokes. They were promises.

Promises that would come about, if the gods allowed.

The slight doubt he'd always had evaporated. As Astrid wound herself more tightly against him, arms and legs holding him as hard and as close as he was holding her, the whispering of '_if..._' was gone from his brain. He would not presume that she loved him, not before he heard it from her lips like a long-awaited gift, but he didn't doubt his place in her heart and in her life anymore. With a sigh, he settled against her as she settled against him, lips dropping sporadic kisses on his shoulder and her hairline until he felt her nodding off, and drifted into dreams to chase her.

His last thought, as her steady, sweet breath on his neck lulled him, was that he had never felt so warm and safe in his life.

=0=
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	6. Lessons Learned

**Warning**: This chapter contains mentions and memories of the previous chapter's activities. From last chapter onwards, Hiccup and Astrid have begun down the road to becoming lovers as their relationship progresses. Every chapter will contain a warning so readers who do not wish to read such content can avoid it.
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><p>6. Lessons Learned<p>

'Astrid, you're good at this, I know you are.'

'Well, at least one of us thinks so!'

'Come on, we've gone through the steps. You know them. We've practiced them.'

'I _know_,' she hissed back, and then plonked down on a fallen tree and scowled at the grass. It was only a short time until the wedding - a handful of days that barely made up a week and a half - and Hiccup was trying his damn hardest to teach her one of the most difficult things she'd ever learned.

She didn't understand how he could do it so well when he had only one foot, but there he was, hopping about as if it was the easiest thing; and there _she_ was, co-ordinated warrior and fit and not-at-all clumsy, falling on her arse every few moments.

Astrid hated dancing; but apparently, and unfortunately for her, it would seem that dancing hated Astrid too.

Of course, that wasn't true. She love dancing and knew quite a few dances from Berk, a great deal of them simple and linear and fun. Turn around in a circle, hold out your hand, hop over a leg, trot diagonally, then straight again, move up in the line and repeat. It wasn't complicated and it wasn't devilishly difficult and she didn't understand why the new dances Hiccup was teaching her were all going pear shaped the moment she tried to perform them with him.

Well, no, she knew. It was because all she could think about where his hands and his mouth on her skin, and how dancing in a quiet, secluded cove was not helping her predicament as his hands on her waist and her shoulders, wrist touching his and his cheeks alight with colour under bright eyes turned her into an uncoordinated rag doll. But she would rather be swallowed by the Red Death than tell him that.

It wasn't because he'd make fun of her, and it was certainly not because her feelings would be unwelcome. It was simply because admitting that meant losing her tightly held control, which was unbecoming. She'd always prided herself in her ability to endure, to stand for hours and train for entire days and go without food when there wasn't enough to go around, during the war. But one night with him was enough to shake that, one taste -

His tongue on her, his lips seeking and suckling, teeth delicately, carefully nibbling her as his fingers set a hard relentless pace that sent her careening to - _gods_!

Astrid fought the blush that wanted to drown her face, helped none at all by the fact that he came to sit on the stump by her, an arm around her shoulders pulling her to him as he planted a kiss in her hair. It was all she could do not to push him to the grass and-

'Come on, it's not that hard,' he said comfortingly. _That's the problem_, her mind replied rebelliously. How _dare_ he not be affected by their activities as much as she was? What gave him the right to have better self-control? 'I know that this is more complicated that the usual fare, but we went over the steps yesterday and you were doing great on your own this morning. It's just dancing, Asta.'

Nope, no it wasn't just dancing. It was dancing with _him_ with his warm hands touching her and his wide smile and his flushed cheeks, and his stupid shining hair and his long neck and her fingers running along that broad shoulder, and the deep green eyes never leaving her face. His smell when they moved close enough, chest to chest for a few steps, and the warmth he left behind when he moved away. There was nothing 'just' about all that.

'Well, I don't know what it is,' she lied, hissing through her teeth, 'but apparently it's beyond me right now!' He gave a short groan - gods he'd made those noises that night, buried right between her-

'Why don't we ...' his face lit up, and she was the one who suppressed a groan. 'Oh, I know! Let's spar instead!'

What? 'What?'

'Spar. You know, for a little bit. Dancing is a lot like sparring, in a way - it's really just trained movements. Maybe sparring will warm you up, and the dancing will come easier.'

Astrid stifled a slew of responses at his choice of words and dropped to pick up her axe, discarded for their supposed dancing session.

'Er … ha … I was thinking of things more … hand-to-hand?' he said sheepishly, rubbing the back of his head as he stood and moved away. 'You'll probably chop another of my limbs with that, and I really need all the ones I've got left.'

_So_ many responses to his choice of words.

'Fine,' she sighed, throwing down the axe, rising and pretending to be annoyed at the prospect of laying her hands on him with such a handy excuse. He smiled at her, threatening to turn her insides to jelly again, and she loosened her limbs in response, shaking her hands out and falling into a ready stance. They were alone in the cove, even their dragons elsewhere as they'd walked there. The trudge through the woods hand in hand with him, her constant focus on their little touches, it had all keyed her up. She was wound tight and wired, and the prospect of a good spar made her grin. His answering smirk only lit the fire in her blood further.

She was the one who threw the first punch, and he handily snapped her fist up and pushed her back with her own extended arm, but she caught herself on her back foot and swung back to try to plant an elbow in him, served him well for being an alluring, beautiful sneak.

He side-stepped just barely, his face telling her he hadn't been expecting that, but retaliated neatly by jabbing two of his fingers into her side sharply, the pain of it making her gasp and leap away.

'Ow,' she grumbled, and he gave her a sheepish grin that went straight to her crotch. Oh, he wanted to play it like that, didn't he? 'I can think of better uses for your fingers,' she teased, and it took him a second to go crimson, in which time she'd already stepped close enough to punch him in the gut. He bent double with an oof, but his hand closed around her wrist and twisted it until it was locked behind her back. She cursed at the discomfort but ignored it in favour of kicking her leg back and catching the back of his knee. He let go of her as he wobbled, and she moved away deftly, watching as he regained his balance and gave her a glance full of daring.

'Still want to be the best, as always,' he teased, beginning to circle her. She followed suit, keeping him always in front of her. His arms rose slightly, making him seem bigger, taller - no, wait, he'd _grown_ in the month she was away, taller still, a bit broader in the chest, still Hiccup, but still more alluring.

'Of course,' she replied just as teasingly. 'Why, do you aspire to change that?'

'Right away!' he crowed and rushed her. She was waiting for him and parried a blow he tried to land on her shoulder, devoid of metal pads because they were supposed to be _dancing_. Her fist found its mark on his arm where it usually landed about five times a day, and he laughed instead of groaning at the hit. His knee came up to protect his belly from another attack, and she leaps away before he could slap her across a thigh.

'I don't see you winning any 'best' title, yet!' she taunted, the grass against her bare feet flying as she dug her toes and ran at him herself this time, he took her shoulder to his chest with another sharp oomph, but he didn't fly off his feet as she'd expected. She tried to step back, but it was too late by then and his hands closed around her wrist again, spinning her around and holding both her hands in one of his.

'Caught you!' he declared, yelping the next moment when she bucked against him and kicked back, only to bruise her foot against the wooden part of his leg, making her hiss. 'Ow, ow, Astrid, are you ok?'

'Will be a lot better when I … _throw you off_!' she yelled, and she twisted both her arms upwards simultaneously, opening his grip just enough to slip one hand out, and then pivoting on her heel to try to slap him. He bent backwards, not relinquishing his hold on her trapped hand in the slightest, stepping back as she stepped forward. 'Ha! Unless you let me go, you're as much a prisoner as I am!'

'Maaaaybe,' he replied with a half laugh, jabbing his fingers into her waist again, this time with only enough force to tickle. She shrieked, stepping back, but he wouldn't release her, and she was reduced to slapping his probing fingers away, trying hard not to laugh. 'But I'm a man who believes in equal opportunities.'

_My foot_! she thought - there he was, touching her all over, and she couldn't get her hands on him? 'I'll show you equal opportunities!' she said, finally laughing as his fingers found their mark on her side again. Oh, that was enough! She spun their joined hands over her head, passing under them as if they were still dancing, then spinning him out with an unexpected yelp as the movement bent his arm. He tried to let her wrist go, but she grabbed his instead and twisted him in the same way he had a few moments ago, though with a lot less delicacy. He yelped, and she let go when she realised she'd wrenched his shoulder, but it was too late. His foot slipped on the wet grass, walking prosthetic offering no purchase on the damp soil, and he flailed around and grabbed her hand and down they both went in a tumble.

He laughed breathlessly, but she punched him in the arm once more, and then they were at it again. He was the one shrieking as she attacked his sides mercilessly, rolling this way and that on the grass and clay and soil, startling birds out of the trees and kicking around. All the bugs that could escape rose out of the grass and dotted the air in many tiny bodies, bright like little sunrays as the light caught their wings. Startled butterflies got themselves out of the way as soil flew everywhere, and then Astrid crowed, finally pinning him down on his back, slamming his shoulders into the ground and sitting on him.

'I won! I won,' she gasped, still half-laughing but triumphant. Hiccup was wheezing from another hit to the belly, but he was chuckling helplessly, his eyes shining even brighter than before, hair dancing in the reflection of the sun off the lake and cheeks so flushed some of his freckles vanished. He gave her a crooked grin, and she slapped his shoulder.

The next second she was kissing him, both of their breathing still harsh, his chest rising compulsively against hers, trying to gasp for breath even as he didn't stop her, kissing her back. His hands came up to curl around her shoulders, palms cupping the skin for once bare of pauldrons and his callouses felt divine, scraping her flesh just the right amount to make her shiver. He pulled her down with a gentle but insistent pressure, and Astrid grinned against his mouth, knowing she had him.

'Well then!' she said happily, pushing up and off him with a lewd smack of their lips and light steps backwards, quickly re-braiding her hair before he had the time to process what had happened. He was still lying on his back, arms up on the air where he'd been holding her shoulders, blinking disconcertedly. 'Now that we know I still win sparring sessions, let's get back to that dancing!'

'Oh- oh, oh yes! Of course!' he said, blinking rapidly and getting to his feet, rubbing soil and grass out of his hair and tottering about on unsteady legs like a newborn yak. 'Ok, um, yes. Where were we again?'

'You were showing me the third one. With all the twirls and the hopping and the taking me up by the waist?' she said, making her voice sound as wheedling as possible. He gave her a doubting glance but he moved right into place, beginning to count the steps and instruct her. She had no problem remembering this time, her grin still in place and her blood still racing from their exercise, but she made sure to trace her fingers along his belly as they spun, and off he went, stumbling. He raised her by the waist in a quarter turn, and there her fingers went again, along his neck and shoulders. His back and spine were next as she turned around him, and by the second cycle, he was almost shivering, faltering almost at every step. _Ha_! Now who was the one who couldn't concentrate? She was so much happier with the turn of the coin. Her revenge was complete!

'Are you tired?' she asked innocently. 'You keep tripping.'

'I'm fine,' he replied, eyeing her suspiciously and jumping when her hand brushed his bottom.

'Oh come on, Hiccup, it's not _hard_,' she paused to look down purposefully, then give him a sultry look. 'Or maybe it is.'

'Astrid!' he spluttered with indignant embarrassment, and she laughed and danced away from him in light steps, evading his hands as they came out to grab her. She pulled her boots on and ran ahead.

'I need to go start dinner! Make sure to bring up all the stuff for me, ok?' she managed to get out between one laugh and the next, Hiccup pausing in his attempt to run after her. He sighed, shoulders sagging and turning around towards the cove to gather their belongings for her.

As he bent down, she couldn't help one final parting shot.

'And don't forget to think of me while you jerk off in the lake!'

'ASTRID!'

She laughed in big gasps all the way to the Haddock Hall, Hiccup's indignant yelp ringing in her ears as she ran along with her pealing mirth, and she raced so fast her insides felt like she could take off like a dragon, her feet leaving the ground to soar into the sky.
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**This? This was inspired by the 1995 version of Pride and Prejudice, where Darcy and Elizabeth have a verbal spar at Netherfield while they dance about harmoniously. Not quite the same sort of dancing, of course, but the sexual tension between Darcy and Elizabeth in that scene is so high that Astrid in my head nabbed it up and told me 'This is mine, now'. I could hardly argue. **

**Stoick and Valka's dance also seemed pretty typical of the style used during the time period I selected to plonk the Becoming-verse in, as the dance they performed together was the sort that would have several couples moving in line together to a set piece of music, and was used during religious festivals like equinoxes, harvests, weddings and god-related festivals, similar to the one I used during the Thing in 'Winter'.**

**Chapters will be coming out Sunday or Monday. There are 12 in all including an epilogue, so half way there, folks, and then this universe will be done.**

**Published: 13/4/2015**
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	7. Have a Neck for it

**Warning**: There are definite lemons (hard limes?) in this chapter, so the rating has been changed to M. Oral sex and open discussion of oral sex takes place. Ye be warned.
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><p>7. Have a neck for it.<p>

Hiccup relaxed back into the bath, the steam rising from the water obscuring the room slightly, but the soothing slosh of the hot water on his skin more than enough to make up for the lack of visibility.

'Thuggory is freaking out that much?' Astrid asked behind him, her fingers digging slow, deep arcs into his head as she washed his hair, sending shivers and goosebumps chasing each other down his back and shoulders. 'But she's not due for another three moons, at least.'

'Yes, that's what I told him,' Hiccups sighed in response, raising his hands from the water and dropping them in with a slight splash, shoulders shrugging in surrender. 'But you know how he is. There's a stone in her shoe and her foot is broken, and then she has a fever, and then his wife and babe are both dead. The matrons on Meathead filled his head with horror stories about women dying in childbirth, and that's all he needed to go into a complete panic.'

Astrid hummed behind him, then stretched forward to kiss the exposed point of his shoulder, smiling softly at him as she pushed him slightly forward, bringing the bath ladle to his head to rinse the soap out.

'Well, you know, childbirth isn't … it's not without dangers,' she murmured, her fingers still running across his scalp, nails sometimes grazing pleasantly. Hiccup shuddered for different reasons, sobered considerably by her statement. Childbirth was somewhat of a nightmare for everyone involved. The woman passed through terrible pain the likes of which her husband could never imagine, while he stood outside, helpless, hearing her scream and hoping he wouldn't be left alone in the world.

That thought sunk into his chest like a gulp of too-cold water, the images quickly chasing each other in his head like a terrible series of memories. Astrid, cold and unresponsive in his arms, a still babe in Goethi's hands. Nights at the fire, in the Haddock hall, with only his father and Ætta around him, and no hope for any more happiness to fill his life - he already knew he would never marry again. Or even more terrible, Astrid gone, and a babe left to him to care for as well as Ætta, the children growing up without the love of a mother just as Hiccup himself had.

He didn't want to think about it. He totally understood why Thuggory was terrified.

Hiccup blinked, shaking his head and pushing hair away from his face, looking around the bathing room. It was quiet and still.

'Astrid?'

He squinted into the hazy room, fog-like swirls making it seem slightly otherworldly. He sighed, making the air directly in front of his face gust and dance about. Sitting up straighter, Hiccup tried to twist about, limited by the borders of the bath and his own lack of foot forbidding him to stand, but the room seemed empty.

Hiccup frowned, worry setting-in that the subject of their conversation had somehow made Astrid leave the room. He knew that she was worried about it herself - the tone in which she'd mentioned the dangers of childbirth was clear enough - but why had she just lef-

He gave an undignified screech when something grabbed his ankle. Bubbles rose to the surface between his legs, and Astrid's golden head rose from the suds like a water spirit. Her skin was red, both from the heat of the water and, he realised, because she was trying not to choke on water as she laughed. The moment she broke the surface, she couldn't stop her bubbling giggles, and Hiccup was too transfixed at the sight of Astrid _giggling_ to be miffed at her.

'Your face,' she chuckled helplessly, half-rising out of the water with rosy cheeks and plastered hair. He gave her a tentative smile, always slightly out of sorts when she got into the tub with him, naked as the day she was born and beautiful. It was a battle every week, to keep his hands to himself, and when she made him wash her hair, it only got worse. She never seemed to mind that he often couldn't quite stop himself from getting hard, nor did she mind that he often tried to touch her as little as possible. She respected his vow to her - but she often reminded him that she had made no such promise herself.

And the sudden look in her eyes was all the warning he got.

Astrid suddenly surged forward, throwing her arms over his shoulders and sandwiching him against the tub. Hiccup tried to move back uselessly as she squashed her chest against him, elbows against his neck as she played with his hair.

'Now look what this lucky nix caught,' she murmured, moving against his lips, following them around as he tried to move his head.

'Wow, a nix in my bathtub. How lucky. Now I really think you should … back off a little? Wouldn't want my betrothed to find you here. She'd turn you into dragon lunch,' he tried to joke, her soft breasts pressed against his chest, her face so close and her breath on his wet neck doing absolutely nothing for his dignity.

'Oh, let her come. I'll have _eaten _you by then,' Astrid replied in a brazen whisper, making him choke on air and go instantly all the way hard at the thought. She made no move to make good on her threat, however, simply kissing along his cheek and fiddling with his hair. Sensing a change in her mood after a few moments of muted inaction, he chanced pulling one arm down from the bath rim, lightly circling her shoulders.

'Astrid?' he asked quietly. He would never quite say that he was _used_ to seeing her naked - they'd be old and wrinkly some day, and he'd still get flustered to see a side-boob - but he _could_ say that he was getting comfortable with it. He didn't mind her seeing and touching him, the intense embarrassment that was part shame and part expectation of her disappointment vanishing as weeks flew by and she kept openly enjoying their baths. And his brain at least kept functioning partially now, when he was assaulted with a sight of naked, wet Astrid.

Naked, wet, flushed Astrid, pressed up against his front-

Nope. Focus, Hiccup.

So now, he could tell that something had moved inside her, the game she had meant to play, possibly a good session of torturous teasing, or even something else he hadn't thought of yet (because Astrid's mind sometimes took him by surprise) had shifted; she'd moved away from that. And whatever had taken its place had swallowed up her words and levity.

'I don't ...' she started, then stopped. Hiccup waited for her, and let his second arm join the first, caressing her back and threading his fingers through the long, floating strands of hair that made beautiful patterns on the surface of the water. Her hip broke the water surface only just, the other side of her pelvis pressed tight against him as her buttocks locked his thigh against the tub, warm and-

_Focus_, Hiccup!

'Hey,' he told her, glad his voice didn't crack as it threatened to. He moved to try to bring her face around so he could see her, but she evaded his fingers on her chin and buried it against his neck. 'Astrid, you can tell me.' She groaned, but did not speak. 'You know I'll worry every minute till you tell me.' This time, she huffed against him. Then groaned again, then sighed, slumping into his chest. Hiccup did his level best to hide his grin as she turned to face the smoothed side of the tub, cheeks slightly puffed in indignation and hair stuck to her face.

'I … I'm not sure I like not being first,' she finally said after another pause, and Hiccup's blood ran suddenly cold. He blinked, trying to work out what she meant, one possibility out of a million and all of them terrible - resenting Sepha, resenting _him_, for not waiting, for having been with someone else. He'd always thought she took it too well, to complacently, when he'd admitted that he had been with another woman during his travels, that she should have been angrier…

'… I'm sorry,' he replied, feeling that it was the wrong thing to say the moment it left his mouth. Astrid huffed, moving away from him and giving him her back.

'Wash my hair, please?' she asked, though the tone was hardly questioning as she handed him the soap. Hiccup acquiesced silently, noticing the stiffness of her shoulders and the pointed way in which she was looking straight and forward. He built a lather between his hands and then massaged it into her hair, scalp first, but she did not relax as he'd hoped she would. He brought the heavy wet mass out of the bath bit by bit, coiling it behind his neck when he was happy with the amount of suds in each strand, and once all of it was out of the water and over his shoulder he had a clear view of the back of her neck as it sloped down sensually, gleaming and flushed.

He didn't resist, then, doing something that he had never dared yet on his quest to last until their wedding night; he initiated affection in the tub. He rinsed her skin of the soap, then gently ran his thumb up and down the column of her neck. She tensed at first and he gave her time to move away, but she bent into his fingers instead, letting him massage her upper back all the way up to her scalp. She was beginning to relax, longer and longer sighs escaping her mouth, until he made the mistake of leaning forward and kissing her exposed neck, her head tilted to one side to accommodate her hair's weight.

She went stiff, sitting straight again and dragging her soapy curls off his shoulder, pulling it to splash back into the bath water. Hiccup moved away instantly, heart hammering against his ribcage. The rejection hurt worse than he had ever dared to imagine it would, the dull thud of his heart squeezing with every beat. But somehow, the certainty he'd so recently gained stayed there. Perhaps it was stupidity, or blind faith, or simply love, but he knew that whatever this was, it wasn't his touch causing it. So he only settled against the tub for a few moments of tense silence before he reached out for her shoulders. Astrid tried to shake him off, but he persisted this time, tugging her back with gentle fingers until she complied, if reluctantly.

'I can't undo the past,' he said quietly, looking at her crown resting on his chest, her ear against his heart as she faced the bath rim. 'If I could go back and change it, and be as untouched as you are, I'd do it in a heartbeat, but as it is...'

'That's not ...' She stopped; bit her lip. Hiccup waited for another few moments before sighing.

'It's alright,' he said, running a finger up her shoulder much as she had done to him last Violentine's day. 'I was expecting you to be upset about it sooner, if we're honest. What Sepha and I did wasn't normal, or good for us, and it's alright to feel … annoyed by it.' Several other words entered his mind - disturbed, betrayed - but he just couldn't get himself to say them.

'That's _not_ it!' she huffed, this time slapping the water in frustration. 'I don't care what you did, but that you did it at all!'

'That you are not my first?' he asked quietly, and she groaned in frustration.

'No! Yes!' she groaned again and covered her eyes. 'I don't know how to say this!'

'Try, I'll listen,' he reassured her, rubbing her arms. He took it as a good sign that she was still resting against him, and a better one still when she took one of his hands and began playing with his fingers.

'I, well, what I said … no, that's not...' A blush took over her face, and she stole a glance up at him before she went back to contentrating rather fiercely on his hand. 'What you did, when I came back ...'

He blinked, the memory coming back to him in flashes with her thighs around his ears and her fingers in his hair, moans ringing around his brain. He twitched, and she nudged him gently with her elbow. 'Don't get distracted.'

'I'll try,' Hiccup replied, clearing his throat.

'Well, I … _that_, I mean. Did you learn it from ...'

He knew what she meant. He could have lied, could have said he'd read if off an edda - which he had - but he didn't want to fib with her.

'I'd read about it before, but I learned it properly … yes.' He couldn't quite bring himself to tell her he'd done that to another woman in plain words.

Astrid groaned again, but it was frustration, not anger or pain, and somehow it rang wrong to him. If she was annoyed, if she was - dare he think it - jealous, she should have been angrier, no? Not frustrated, as if a task hasn't been completed on time, or-

Wait a minute.

'There, see!' she said, annoyance in her tone as she glared at the ceiling. 'You know- you know all these things, you know what you're _doing_, and I feel like a tit, because I have _no idea_ how to make you feel the same way!'

Hiccup gaped at her for a moment, then huffed and nudged her slightly. 'Astrid … you seriously had me worried right there.'

'I know, sorry.' She turned over, making him gasp slightly, but she ignored it completely in favour of resting her chin on him and rubbing his chest hair. 'I didn't know how to say it. And ...' she buried her face against him. He was left to feel uncomfortably close to her for the first time in a while, the delight of skin-to-skin contact mixing adversely with the subject being discussed and the fact that he was losing the battle to keep himself at _least_ at half mast.

Fuck, it was mortifying to know he was was almost wedged up between her breasts - _not helping_.

'You have something to compare it with, something _better_ up there in your head. I _don't like that_. All I have is gossip from other women,' she hissed, turning away from him decidedly to rest a pouty cheek against his breastbone, glaring at the tub side and at her fingers dancing across his skin.

Hiccup opened his mouth to answer her several times, but he closed it again immediately after. This wasn't something he could reassure her about with words - she was feeling threatened by the fact that she had competition _in his head_, which was blatantly ridiculous to him. Of course, he couldn't tell her that, not when he respected her thoughts and feelings, and when they were both naked and she could maim him rather easily.

Not that she would. He hoped. This was still Astrid, after all.

But this wasn't about him. This was about her, and her competitive side, and the fact that she knew clearly he had been with others and that - no, wait, it wasn't even about that. It was that he was better than her at this. He blinked as it hit him, because he'd never thought of her being anything but great at everything, but the thought of her having _insecurities_ … was perfectly normal.

He relaxed, smiled at her.

'I could-'

'Teach me.'

Hiccup blinked at her, unsure whether he'd said that wrong, or she had been the one to utter that sentence as his ears suggested. Astrid sat up straighter, rising up to be level with his face and looking him fiercely in the eyes. A heat rose up his neck that had nothing to do with the hot bath.

'Will you show me?' she asked again, determined and resolute despite how red her cheeks were. 'I want you to tell me. What to do.'

He could only gape at her for a few moments. He was sure he was going to wake up a fourteen year old with very soiled bed sheets at any moment. He swallowed with difficulty, opening his mouth several times to try to speak, but all he could see in front of him was a wet, flustered Astrid, hair drawn back slickly from her face, determination in her eyes as her face drew ever closer to his, asking him - _telling_ him - to teach her the best way he wanted her to touch him.

And do other ungodly things to him.

'Oh gods,' he choked before he could stop himself. Astrid blinked, drawing back a little, and Hiccup desperately tried to compose himself before he passed out through the sheer blood rush his wild imagination was producing. Unfortunately, it seemed that Astrid had caught up with herself, if the smirk blooming on her face said anything.

She backed off him completely, leaving him to feel a gut-wrenching mixture of relief and disappointment welling together violently. Then she stood up, robbing him of words again, stepping out of the tub to drip onto the floor as she wrung her hair out, gloriously, unflinchingly naked and unashamed as she moved around the room. Selecting a fur from the pile, she wiped herself down _facing him_, then had the gall to sit on the bath rim and hold a hand out.

'Come, I'll help you out,' and frankly, it was the hottest thing she'd ever told him. Though there is one problem with it.

'I ...um… I don't think it's a good idea,' he hedges. The corners of her mouth slid down minutely, and he rushes to amend his statement. 'Not that I don't like it, I think it's great, and I _do_ need help out of the tub, but the fact of the matter is, um, you see, I ...' Fuuuuuuuuuck. He was going to have to _say_ it. '... I don't think I can walk right now.'

Astrid's face immediately lit with amusement, and she bit her lip as she sat up straighter. If nothing else, it seemed to have given her security a boost. Totally worth the humiliation of admitting that he was so turned on he'd lost function of his legs. Leg. Leg and a half.

'Well, what am I here for, then?' she asked with that mischievous glint in her eye intensifying before she turned on the rim, dipping her feet in. Without warning, she scooped him up by the armpits. Hiccup heard himself squeak as he barely maintained balance, and then he fell against her in a heap, gasping and reaching for anything that could work as a handy hold. He caught himself on the bath rim she still sat on, and then she dragged him to sit instead of her then moved down a step.

Hiccup caught his breath as he grabbed onto the banister he'd installed himself, still feeling rather like small prey when faced with a hawk. Astrid descended another step, and then pulled on his ankle until he followed her down, still holding onto the banister. His arms began shaking as she stood on her knees, pushing him back gently to rest against the stairs. He knew he should have been uncomfortable. He knew the stairs were digging into his back, that he was wet, that he'd get cold, that it was slippery and dangerous.

Astrid dropped a chaste kiss on his neck, and he decided it could all go hang.

She was trembling on top of him as she kissed him, his breathing accelerating by the minute when he realised what she was doing. Her wet hair cascaded around them, the steam swirling around the rest of the room in a white, damp haze dancing frantically at his breath. But she had a look of concentration in her eyes, almost the same kind of look she wore when she was whittling, or practicing a particularly difficult axe-throw. For a few moments, Astrid looked fierce and fiery, almost as if she she was going into battle. Then her eyes flitted up to his, and flickered back away almost immediately, a hand coming up to fiddle with her hair. Hiccup swallowed, trying to calm his heart down, trying to get his thoughts into some semblance of order when he realised that for all her bluster, Astrid seemed as scared as he'd ever seen her.

'Astrid,' he whispered, his voice thicker than he could disguise. She paused and looked up at him, her hands hovering over his chest where she'd been caressing him almost tamely. 'Is there anything you want to do?'

'I ...' she bit her lip. It dawned on him that he was going to have to be the courageous one. He was going to have to … he had to guide her. Coax the truth out of her. Gently bring her to a place where she was comfortable telling what she wanted from their intimacy.

They had an intimacy. He could barely believe it. But this was about her, so he set those thoughts aside in favour of taking a deep, controlling breath, and trying to ignore the throbbing of his member at the thought of what he was about to do.

'Astrid, whatever you want to do, anything you think of, you can tell me. I don't know all that much more than you - I was with Sepha months, not years. But what I know I'll share with you. If you want, that is.' If he was reading her right. If this wasn't presumption mixed with wishful thinking, lust and youthful fantasies-

'Yes, I ...' she swallowed, then lowered herself to sit on her hip beside his thigh, her face inches from his. 'The truth is, I want to be close to you again, the way we were on Snoggletog morning, and when I came back from the raids.' She blushed, but pushed on. 'I liked it. _Like_ it.' Smiling slightly, she dropped a kiss on his cheek. 'I'd like to do to you what you did to me, make you feel … that. I've heard things, from the other women … But I don't know how and … you'll guide me?'

There was no stopping the second heartbeat that had developed in his groin at that. The shy blush that covered her face, and that she seemed determined to ignore, only made it worse. It must have cost her, to ask that, to say that. Astrid must trust him, to tell him that she was vulnerable here, show him this gap in her armour and ask him to help her repair it. She was bare to him, now, her chest cavity as open to him as his was to her. It was his responsibility to guard it.

With a smile, he cupped her chin, and drew her in for a brief kiss. 'First,' he began slowly, trying to evade her lips when she dove back in for more, 'you need to relax. If you want to … um,' - No, he couldn't waffle. His shyness could come later. He could go on a flight, curl up on Toothless' back and disbelieve every single thing he did and said, but right now, she needed him to be firm, otherwise, this would turn humiliating for her. 'If you want to touch me, you should know, for starters, that you're _very_ welcome.'

The slight joke, at least, made her chuckle. He let her lips find his, and then let go of the railing to wrap both arms around her. The stairs dug into his back when her weight settled against his, but the length of her warm body more than made up for the slight discomfort. Her hands began to roam, bold as they had always been now that the kiss had restored some of the normality that the prospective intimate act had daunted out of her.

When her fingers finally closed around him, he couldn't help gasping into her mouth, groaning on the exhale as she caressed his length. He felt her rise off him, and he opened his eyes to watch her, one hand moving sopping hair behind her ear in a movement, he realised in that moment like a lightning bolt through his system, that she made when she was nervous.

It did something strange to his insides, that moment, as he watched her fingers slide her hair behind her ear, and bite her lip, looking down at where she was touching him. Over and above the heat brewing in his lower belly at her light touches and caressing fingerpads, another heat spread down his chest, like warm mead swallowed too fast. Here was Astrid, competition in her blood since they were little children, never even letting her only female friend share the games she had with Hiccup. Here she was, stepping so far out of her comfort zone by admitting what she did not know. A clear idea popped into his head, and where it would usually make him cringe and curl up at the only conception of it, the heat in his chest fired up at it. She wanted him to be the strong one here, the one to rely on. He'd be just that.

Trembling slightly despite himself, Hiccup pushed himself up onto one elbow and cupped her face. Without a word, trying to ground himself in the courage rising in him that he didn't know he had, he brought her mouth to his and kissed her, as passionately as he dared, before moving his mouth to her ear.

'I want you to kiss me,' he started, kissing her lobe lightly. 'I want you to kiss my mouth, and then my neck. I want you kiss my chest, and all the way down to my dick.' He paused when she gave a groan and trembled slightly against him. 'And when you're there,' he went on after a swallow to clear his throat, 'if you are comfortable with it, and if you still want to, I want you to kiss all of me, and then take me into your mouth as far as I can go.'

Astrid's hand came up to cup his shoulder, squeezing and caressing his flesh as she shuddered.

'Can you do that for me?'

She moved to face him, and her eyes were heavy, lids at half-mast over inky-black eyes.

'Yes,' she gasped, before surging forward and swallowing his cry as she pushed him, the stair corners slamming into his back. Her hand cradled his head as she let it fall gently, her mouth leaving a fire trail down to his jaw, biting his ear almost painfully before moving down to his neck. She mouthed his flesh there, much as she had when he was carrying her up the stairs to their bed, and when she bit down slightly, the groan that left his throat made her smile against him; it was worth any marks and any moments of crippling embarrassment and teasing later.

She was trembling a little less as she kissed progressively lower, as opposed to him. Her bout of nerves had subsided enough to allow her to get slightly adventurous, her tongue dancing designs on his chest and drawing more groans and growls from him when she gently applied her teeth to his nipples, before she moved to trail a series of searing, open mouthed kisses down his belly.

_Gods_, was the only thing he could think of when he sneaked a look downwards. Her hair shone in the muted firelight, the steam around them cloaking her slightly and making the room seem lost in a cloud. She seemed otherworldly, like a real nix come to devour him whole.

Astrid looked up at him for a moment, and then couldn't look away. He tried to smile for her, but the image of her lying over him, so close to her destination, stepping out of what she knew and what she valued, only for him … whatever that feeling brought to his face, it seemed to help her, as her inky eyes blinked, and she smiled in a way that had him twitching. She felt the movement against her shoulder, and her smile turned deeper.

'Do you like this?' she asked in a whisper, and it was part pride, part real question. His breath was laboured, and she could see _exactly_ how much he liked it - feel it, even - so if she'd asked at all, she was even more nervous about it than she let on. Dear gods, he … he really had to do this.

'I've never been this turned on in my entire life,' he confessed. He sat up slightly to look at her better, the movement making him whimper as it dragged his erect member against her chest. It took him a moment to regain the use of his tongue. 'Astrid, _nothing_ can ever be as good as anything you do to me. Because it's _you_,' he gasped, and she retaliated by giving him a squeeze that nearly had him begging. He ignored his own impulses, however, and straightened his back, taking her chin in his fingers and kissing her fiercely. He moved away when it felt like she was going to melt against him and, still gasping, looked her straight in the eyes. 'Do you still want to?' he asked, his voice harsher than usual. She bit her lip as she looked down; he barely suppressed a groan. Astrid nodded wordlessly, and looked up at him. 'Then, go ahead. Do whatever you want, whatever you're comfortable with. Stop … stop whenever you want.' He had to grind that last one out. 'I won't last long, I don't think; just a head's up.'

She smiled again, this time more fondly than enticingly, but then her eyes left his face and slammed onto his member like a physical touch, and he did groan, fighting to keep his breath under control. She rolled her shoulders, almost as if she were about to go into battle, and with one more moment of hesitation, lowered her head to him.

The howl that she ripped from his mouth when she licked him was inhuman.

'Don't stop!' he begged through his teeth when she jerked away, and Astrid moved back between his legs more confidently, fisting her hand against the bottom half of him and laving her tongue against the top. He couldn't stop the cries erupting at each pass, and a trembling hand rose to her head to caress her hair, her ear, any part of her he could reach while his other arm held him up. Hiccup refused to lie back and abandon himself to the pleasure, not when she was looking up at him through her lashes every few moments, almost seeking approval, so he whispered encouragements between gasps. He complemented her, encouraged her, moaned her name, and told her exactly how good she was making him feel.

She kissed his tip, and after another look, lowered her lips around him, drawing a choked version of her name. This seemed to embolden her, because she took more of him in before sucking and he had to grab onto the railing and blaspheme to stop himself from bucking into her mouth.

'Astrid,' he moaned, and it sounded so much like a begging whimper to his ears that he was sure he was failing completely at being the firm instruction giver she needed right now - but he couldn't help himself. She touched him, and he was gone. The only _thought_ of was what she was doing to him right now, the idea, it was almost enough to set him off.

'I haven't hurt you, have I?' she asked in a whisper. Her hand massaged him, gently but firmly pumping his member still slick with her saliva. He made an effort to open his eyes, finding flushed cheeks and anxious eyes, pert flesh and the stuff of dreams.

'I love you,' he wheezed out before he could stop himself, then gulped. 'Shit, Astrid. No, you didn't hurt me. That was the opposite of hurt. Do that again, please!'

It was a moment before a smile and a pleased flush took over her face. Then she dove down almost eagerly, taking as much of him into his mouth as she could fit and sucking with all her strength. It was nearly painful this time, pulling at his blood and draining his brain of thoughts that weren't her, with her hot mouth and her shining hair, her soft inner-lip running up against the underside of his dick and her _tongue_ lapping delicately against - oh _gods_!

He grabbed her by the shoulders and yanked her away, so that instead of exploding in her mouth, his seed landed mostly on the ground, and on her breasts and shoulders. The release was savage, strong and violent, one he hadn't experienced the likes of since his very first encounter with a real flesh and blood woman - and even then, he'd been burying his face in blonde hair and imaging it was _her_ he was entering, her with her soft lips and even softer tongue, hot, hot mouth - _gods in Asgard_!

It seemed a small eternity before he could think again; he didn't know how long his release lasted, but when he opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling, he was so spent he could barely talk. He'd come harder and longer than he could remember, and despite his now-limp member, the immediate memories of their encounter was still making him shudder. He turned his face to find hers nearby, and kissed the discoloration around her ear, the frostbite mark left in the shape of his first gift, the snowdrop, almost like a birthmark now. She shuddered and cried out against him the moment his lips pressed to the flower-shaped scar, and then she fell bonelessly against him.

He blinked for a moment, but then the lazy smile she gave him made him blush all over. Her hand slipped from between her legs to drift gently up and down his thigh.

'I could have done that for you,' he slurred in a voice that was slightly gravelly. She smiled at him, shook her head.

'Couldn't wait, after the face you made for me,' she whispered back, her smile soft and sweet and clashing completely with the salacious things she was saying. Hiccup tried to move a hand to cup her cheek and kiss her, but the moment he removed his clamped grip from the railing they slid down a step, their slick bodies slipping on the wood. The stair corners dug into his back and buttocks, and he groaned with discomfort.

'Maybe we should get up,' he sighed, a part of him reluctant to stop being so close to her despite how painful his current position was.

'I'd say that 'maybe's a definitely,' Astrid chuckled, palming at her chest and then rubbing some liquid between her fingertips. With a jolt, Hiccup realised that that was _him_, and he couldn't decide whether to be mortified or aroused again. 'Well, it's a good thing it's wash day.'

'Sorry?' he apologised, unsure.

'Oh no,' she chuckled. 'You don't get off so easy, Master Haddock. Into the tub you get, go on.' She was still smiling and chuckling slightly as he obeyed her dumbly, and the moment he was back in the tub, she slid back inside, the water lapping away at the residue of their passion and making him blush as he watched it mix with the soap. 'Now, I think you hadn't finished washing my hair,' she cajoled, and he noticed that some of it was still full of soap. 'And after that, I think you're going to be ill for the rest of the day. Mother and Ruff will cover me with the laundry. I will just have to take care of my promised.'

He blinked at her, uncomprehending and trying not to be too hopeful.

'So I'm ill,' he replied in a flat voice. Astrid smiled in a way that - it should be impossible - sent his blood running south again.

'Yes, and I'll have to _take care_ of you. It's my duty after all,' she said, coming closer and whispering in his ear. 'Lucky me.'

He choked on air before he could get a word out. 'Well, you certainly have a knack for it ...'

'Oh do I, now?' The sultry tone was back. Oh, the gods help him.

'Oh yes, a natural talent I'd say,' he went on, giving into temptation and clamping his arms around her underwater. The gasp she gave was extremely flattering. 'But unfortunately for you, my dear nix … I think you made a miscalculation.'

'Aha,' she replied, nodding against his neck, her mocking tone entirely teasing. 'And tell me, my prey.' She slid her hand up his thigh boldly and cupped him, making him squirm and bite his lip to keep his charade going, and not forget what he was saying entirely. 'How have I miscalculated?'

'I'm afraid you've captured a _nøkk_, so I'm planning on seducing you _right_ back...'

'Oh no, whatever shall I do?' she replied, chuckling against him at last as she could no longer keep a straight face. The tender bite he gave her neck shut her right up with a gasp.

=0=

Nix, nøkk, nekken and necks are all names that were attributed to water spirits, all of whom shared some qualities with what we know today as mermaids, and their principal purpose was to lure, seduce and then kill unwary travellers by drowning them, then eating them - hence Astrid's very bawdy pun. Nøkk were usually males, and their song was either played on a flute - the instrument I gave Hiccup - or a fiddle, but they were most times considered benevolent creatures, and instead of drowning people, guided them out of bogs and dicey spots on the fog. Of course, old-wives-logic told you that you never knew whether it was a nix or a nøkk …

The title, in this case, is a three way pun. The expression, to have a knack for; the reference to the water spirits, one of whose old names is 'neck'; and the age-old loved activity of necking. Plenty to be had of all three.
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**Young bunnies in love; and they're not even done. Sorry to those who do not like sensuality - in this case, it felt like the inevitable way forward for this relationship, spurred by their desire for one another and even cultural pressures.**

**19/4/2015**


	8. Meeting at Iðavöllr

**Warning**: Yes, lemons, finally. I'm calling in all the betters who said Hiccup would make it till the wedding night. You owe me some yaks.

Also – Spring comes before Autumn, does it not? And what is Iðavöllr but the isle of new life, a.k.a. Spring? ;) You should have all seen this coming.

* * *

><p><em><strong>Berkian Eddur - 3<strong>_

_**Meeting at **__**Iðavöllr**_

* * *

><p>8. Meeting at Iðavöllr<p>

The ships all approached at the same time, and the 'halloos' from one deck to the other were loud and jovial. The sea-breeze was fresh on their faces, both for those manning the vessels laden with gifts and food, and those on dragon-back. A long, tedious time of preparation and protection had gone into making this wedding safe - no one wanted a repeat of last Snoggletog after all - but at long last, one early Spring morning, Tuffnut took Cami as his wife.

Or Cami took Tuffnut as her personal man-pastry, in her words. No one really cared about the technicalities of who called whom what, at this point. Astrid surely didn't.

The revelry was vast and prodigiously noisy. It was the first meeting of tribes in decades, and the first meeting of all chiefs and their heirs since the Thing, which had now become the stuff of nightmares and legends and hushed whispers. It was the first wedding of a leading clan that had dragons roaming about amicably, getting petted and fed and pampered. Entertainment in the form of sheep-lug racing - both by humans and by dragons - regulated fist fights, UNregulated fist fights, arm wrestling and then the inevitable degeneration to wrestling, broke out with spontaneous luster amongst the tribes.

The ceremony itself had been solemn and quiet, the adequate respect and silence that accompanied invoking the gods present only in so far as the mead had not yet started flowing, and heads had been clear and bright. Cami's dress - because she did not manage to get out of it - was a deep burgundy, embroidered with gold and studded in emeralds and amethysts - Hiccup's wedding gifts. It still hit Astrid hard, sometimes, when she realised that her betrothed had come back from his travels a very wealthy man. He spoke of the markets and the spices and the different coloured skin and eyes on people, the riches and the gold and incredible ingenuity of invention. Her time with Cami had whet her appetite to see the world even more, but when she was lying down with her ear on his heart, listening to him breathe and speak, she would fall asleep to dreams of those exotic lands, those smells and sounds she'd never heard or seen except for his vivid descriptions of them. He had a way with words, somehow bringing things to life in her mind like she'd lived them.

He often entertained her with these stories at night, when she couldn't sleep. More and more, recently, sleep had become an elusive friend, missing in action and much longed for. Astrid knew exactly what her problem was, of course; she never lied to herself.

More and more, their time together was becoming strained. They craved each other's company, she missed his voice when she went more than a few hours without seeing or hearing him, and she'd been unable to wash one of his shirts, instead storing it in her trunk in their room so that if she ever was to be without him for long, she could stuff her face in it and simply be with him in thought, surrounded by the smell of charcoal, ink and sweat. It was behaviour she never would have seen herself living with; never, in all her years as a warrior, had she ever thought she could _need_ someone so much.

But the craving had also become one of the flesh, and he had a vow to keep. It had only grown worse, since last week. If she'd thought that bringing him pleasure, as he'd brought hers, would sate her and keep her desire in check, she couldn't have been more wrong. Ruffnut and her mother had actually had the gall to laugh at her when she confessed the reason for her silence as they sewed Stoick and Hiccup clothes appropriate for the occasion.

'Oh, well I never, did I really bring such an innocent into this world?' her mother had gasped, wiping her eyes in her sleeves. Astrid's humiliated pout had only made her laugh more. 'Oh my dear, sweet girl, of course you can't get over it. It would be terrible if you did.'

'Yeah, wait till your honey month!' Ruffnut had added, knitting away and rocking Woodnut's cradle with her foot. 'Why do you think no one ever complains about being locked up for a month? I mean, sure, some do, but those are married to the daft ones.'

'If your husband knows what he's doing - and Hiccup seems to _know_ - you won't want it to end,' her mother went on slyly. 'All that time to yourselves, with your lover's body just within an arm's reach, and no one expecting you out of the house? Oh,' she sighed, actually nostalgic, 'it's bliss.'

'Bliss is the word. But by what we've heard, Astrid knows that feeling already.' When Astrid couldn't refute the statement, the other two women had roared with laughter loud enough to wake the baby.

Ruffnut and her mother seemed to imply that this … this burning _need_, the constant yearning, was normal, even desirable, but Astrid was feeling suffocated the longer it lasted. She even found herself resenting Tuff and Cami, and that feeling horrified her before she realised that Hiccup, too, was coming home with a scowl on his face every night, and she caught him being more and more impatient with everything until the night before they left, he'd groaned and confessed the reason into her neck.

'This … this should have been _our_ wedding,' he'd whispered, and from the shame Astrid could read on his face, she realised that Hiccup may very well be feeling all the horrible envy she'd been wading through herself. 'And we're using so many resources … it's an archipelago-wide wedding. If we don't have a good harvest this Autumn...'

That had been a horrifying thought ever since, a fly in her milk that stood out, black and ugly like a long shadow, that ate at her thoughts no matter what she did.

If they didn't have a good harvest in Autumn - a _really_ good harvest - they were going to have to move the wedding back again.

So that morning at the wedding, Astrid swallowed and rolled her shoulders, standing up and plastering a smile onto her face. Gustav and Spit were out and about causing havoc somewhere, now an inseparable duo after they had a fist fight over something or other. Hiccup looked up at her in askance, and her smile became genuine.

'You're not tired yet?' she asked, savouring the crackling spark like a zippleback's rising up her back when his warm palm settled on her side as he stood with her.

'Don't think I'll get tired of his,' he replied, kissing behind her ear, and she had to force herself to elbow him lightly when her knees went weak. Damn him, and damn the alcohol on his breath making him more affectionate in public. She was going to have an accident if he didn't stop.

'You know what I mean, silly man,' she laughed as he steered them towards the lines of dancers already engaging in merriment. He grinned at her cheekily and she swatted him for making her heart skip. Then he caught her by surprise when he grabbed her by the waist and spun her in the air, joining the dance in a split second and making her laugh as she caught up with the movements of the other couples and his own. She didn't ask him again if his foot ached; she wanted to try to forget the worry, the sadness, the disappointment and the pain. Dancing with him was almost better than flying with Stormfly.

But try as she might, the pall of sadness, and the dull ache it brought with it, wouldn't go away.

This was supposed to be _their_ wedding.
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Hiccup sat down on the bench, looking at the dancers and sipping another tankard of ale someone had put in his hand. He knew he had a stupid smile on his face - but he couldn't help it. He was looking at a goddess dance around the maypole.

When she'd come above deck that last day of travel, as they approached the island designated for the happy events, Hiccup had had trouble breathing. She'd been wearing nothing special - a soft brown dress, suede - to match the shirt she had laid out in his bunk, he realised - with lavender coloured cord around the collar - gods, it was a low collar - and some of the foreign coins he'd brought sewn into a pattern underneath it to appear as if they were hanging from it. It was her own work, he knew this, and it gave him a sense of fulfilment to watch her add things he had given her to her clothing, the coins shining copper and gold against the suede's soft brown. Seeing her in a dress again, and one that elegant, her hair done up into rings of braids and held with a broach she'd modified, simply made her seem otherwordly.

He wasn't ready for the dress she came out with that morning for Tuff and Cami's wedding. He wasn't ready at all. If he'd thought she was beautiful in all the other clothing he'd seen her to date - even _without_ clothing - he was sorely mistaken. The season, though Spring, was still nippy, and didn't allow for clothing as light as he suspected she would have preferred, but Hiccup had still been unable to close his mouth for a good long time, making her laugh and flush.

Blue silk, the colour of the sky - another of his gifts to her, hugged every curve he'd imagined and seen. The dress would almost have been scandalous in its form-fitting cut had it not been softened by swathes of damask and brocade the colour of wheat and gold and her hair, forming a bodice around her front and back. The skirt was open and flowing, hiding her legs to her ankles, but pleats in it made it flair and open as she danced, the triangle of damask and brocade complementing her bodice down across the front of the skirt keeping it from showing anything farther up than her calf. The finishing touch was a trim of white fur along her collar and around her sleeve edges - her own conquest from her adventures in the Great Beyond - and a matching stole discarded to sit by Hiccup as she laughed and danced.

But all that wasn't the killing blow for Hiccup. Nope. The killing blow was that her hair was utterly and completely loose. She was a maiden at a wedding - it was the normal way, the tradition - but somehow he'd forgotten it. And so while the front of her dress flashed gold whenever it caught the light, her back _shone_, a river of rolling curls and waving strands, all glistening like a field of grain ready for harvest.

As he watched her dance around the pole, red ribbon in hand as they wove each strand into a pattern, she laughed, her cheeks high with colour, as Heather threw a wreath of flowers at her which she placed on her own head, never breaking the rhythm of her hopping.

Hiccup's smile faded a little bit when he realised that out of all their friends, Astrid was the only one still unmarried. He was sure she was extremely conscious of the fact that all the girls decorating the pole with her were at around the age she had been, when Hiccup had taken Toothless and jumped off Berk's edge. All the other women of their circle - Heather, Cami, Ruff - were either sitting holding their first child and expecting their second, large with a baby about to pop, or the bride.

His chest twinged again as all the girls ran to her once they had completely covered the pole in ribbons, crowding her as they usually would a favourite elder sister. He caught her eye in that moment, and the smile she gave him speared his heart. Her hair down, the flower crown in her hair, flushed cheeks, the sky blue silk and white fur and golden embellishments…

She was gasping as he came up beside him, throwing herself on the bench and laughing breathlessly. The ale-haze in his head didn't prevent him from realising that she was fairly drunk herself, and the giggling against his shoulders as she curled into him nailed that in. But the image he had just seen had lodged into his mind.

Gathering her up, he pulled her to sit sideways in his lap, ignoring her shriek of amusement and the kisses she began dropping on his cheek and jaw while he tried to turn to look her in the eye. She was beautiful; the most beautiful woman - the most beautiful _creature_ he had ever seen. The sun dappled the clearing as it peeked between fluffy clouds, warming the revellers and making her perspiration covered face shine. The moment he caught her chin, he kissed her, but was unable to hold her as her peals of laughter kept interrupting his lips.

'Hiccup,' she said, a tiny note of admonishment in her voice as her breathing refused to settle down. She finally let him look down at her, her hair gold and in disarray, blue and white flower crown set asque on her head, eyes shining, cider on her breath. He reached up and fixed the flowers, but as his hand dropped, that dark feeling swallowed him whole again.

'You look like a bride,' he muttered unthinkingly, and her face changed in an instant, crumpling. Her nose burrowed against his neck in obvious upset, and he couldn't help kicking himself for taking her smile away. She hugged him tighter, curling up in his lap almost like Ætta sometimes did. Another pang throbbed through him as he wondered whether their children would too, someday.

When they came. If they came.

'Ah son,' Stoick said, a large grin on his face as he walked up to him. Stoick had been smiling broadly all day, the wedding going without a hitch making him more happy than Hiccup would have thought; maybe he was thinking of another wedding, too, and planning ahead. Hiccup managed a smile; _of course_ he was. Stoick planning ahead was the norm.

'She looks tuckered out, there,' his father said kindly. 'Why don't you take her to the guest hall?'

Before Hiccup could answer, Ætta rushed forward, dressed in pretty much the same exact way Astrid was, but with so many more matching ribbons knotted into her loose hair. Hiccup smiled down fondly at her, but she didn't even look his way.

'Grandpa, Grandpa, it's starting! You promised.' Stoick met his son's questioning eyes with a proud grin.

'I'm taking her dancing!' he said, chest puffed out before he swung down to scoop her up into his arms. 'I'll take care of the bairne,' he said more quietly with a wink as Ætta began babbling and batting his shoulder, standing on her knees in his arms as she looked at the dance beginning over his shoulder. 'Take care of your lady, now.'

Hiccup nodded, sliding a hand under her knees with some difficulty due to the voluminous skirts, then finally standing with her in his arms. His half-intoxicated brain managed a triumphant exultation at being able to carry her without too much effort, but he was too busy trying not to totter with the alcohol in his head to give it proper thought.

He passed by Ruff and Fishlegs on the way back, leaving a message with them for Brunhilda in case she missed them and his father was too occupied. Ruffnut grinned at him like a feral cat, but Fishlegs nodded understandingly as he continued patting Woodnut's back, ignoring the dribbling on his best clothes as he burped the baby.

It wasn't until they arrived that he realised his collar had grown wet.

'Astrid!' he asked, worry and panic clear in his voice. He shook his head slightly, trying to clear the drunkenness with only limited success. He put her down onto the bed, where she curled up into his arm to try to hide her face. 'Astrid,' he murmured again, gently fingering her hair away and trying to wipe her tears away. He felt useless as she rocked silently, sobbing worse than he'd ever seen her. It broke his heart, and she would neither look at him nor answer his pleas, so he gathered her up and squeezed her to his chest.

He kissed her temple and her crown, wedging himself onto the bed beside her as he let her sniffle against him, stroking her hair as the flower crown got into his nose and mouth and he ignored it. As he felt her calm down against his shoulder, her muted whimpers quieting into sporadic hitches of breath, he began rubbing her back and circling her nape with his finger pads.

'Astrid,' he murmured again, and this time she didn't resist when he turned her head. Her eyes were red and swollen, her face wet and flushed, her nose scrunched in upset. He felt her own face pinch as his chest tugged towards his stomach and he held her tighter. He opened his mouth, about to ask what was wrong, but he realised the answer a moment before he spoke, and then his heart hammered.

'Hiccup,' she sighed, so quietly he barely even heard it. 'You said I looked like a bride.' Her breath heaved unevenly again, and he realised this was only the second time he'd ever seen her truly sob. 'Will I ever _be_ your bride?'

When she looked up at him with watery, genuinely distressed eyes, he realised two things; that he hadn't noticed how much his oath had been weighing on _her_, and that it was breaking her heart. That was unacceptable.

Astrid didn't wait for him to answer. She turned her head to nuzzle the palm that was cupping her cheek, and then looked up at him straight in the eye before kissing the pillow of his thumb. Her lips kept descending down his wrist, his mind going more and more blank as her lips progressed downwards. His hand began trembling as she turned it to expose more of his wrist, and began to lay open mouthed kisses on his pulse. Her eyes fell closed, her body rising slightly as she took his hand in both of hers and dropped kiss, after slow, long kiss, on the skin of his inner wrist. His heartbeat began rushing in his ears as his mouth went dry, mouth falling open as he followed her lips, wishing to kiss them but unable to move forward, wishing to look away but unable to detach his eyes from the extremely erotic sight of her mouth on the chaste patch of skin she was lavishing with attention, lighting it on fire. He realised that half the blood knocking about his head was due to the mead, and the wine, and whatever else he'd imbibed throughout the day. He realised she was probably also drunk, probably, perhaps, more drunk than he was. He shouldn't be letting his blood boil to this point, shouldn't be allowing himself to become so- … _so_-

When her tongue darted out to lick along his pulse, he couldn't stop himself. He rolled on top of her, cupped the back of her head with the hand already trapped in her hair and kissed her like she was air and he was drowning. He couldn't stand it; couldn't abide the idea that she had sobbed her heart out for a good half-hour because he'd called her a bride again, because everything seemed to be presenting itself as an obstacle to them marrying, and because of him, and an oath he'd made. She moaned - not the usual wonton, teasing affair she let out when he sometimes kissed her during a passionate moment shared before falling asleep, but one of pure want. There was almost a plea in that moan. He wrenched his face away, and that moan repeated itself, this time more quietly, with more resignation. More tears escaped the corners of her eyes into her hair as she looked up at him forlornly. She thought he was going to stop.

'Will I ever be your bride?' she repeated quietly, tiredly; and then Hiccup knew there was no stopping tonight. Screw the consequences, screw his damn oath; screw tradition, honour, tribe. Screw everything that was putting that look on her face. Screw everything that was stopping him from explaining. Making her understand exactly how much he wanted her, needed her; how long he'd loved her.

'Yeah, I told you that you looked like a bride when we were children,' he said, not knowing why he was murmuring so quietly, but unable to raise his voice beyond a whisper. 'You remember?'

'How could I forget,' she answered sadly, reaching up to kiss his cheek and nuzzle it. 'I broke your heart right after, didn't I?'

'Not really,' he murmured back. He smiled down at her when she gave him a questioning glance. 'You probably don't realise, but you gave me something to reach for, you know?' He settled down on his side cradling her into his chest as he took his turn to drop slow, sensuous kisses on completely chaste pieces of skin - her forehead, nibbling at the tiny hairs at the beginning of her hairline, her temple, under the rise of her cheekbone. 'Dad loved me, and I felt like I needed to deserve it; but you stopped paying me attention, and I felt that I needed to _earn it back_.'

He stopped her when she was about to speak, a thumb pressed lightly to her lips. 'In the end, the peace is as much yours as mine. I wouldn't have been trying so hard just for Dad, as awful as that sounds. I love you, Astrid. I've loved you since I could understand what the word meant, and I wanted to catch your eye again so terribly much.' He grinned cheekily. 'So without my massive crush, and my really, really dirty dreams-' he succeeded in making her snort, his grin getting wider '- I wouldn't have built the mangler. I wouldn't have shot down Toothless. Maybe I wouldn't have left, but then, the war would still be going on. Odds are, I'd probably have been carried off like my mum. Gobber tells me she was the twiggy sort too.'

Astrid slapped his chest playfully. 'Don't joke like that. I don't want to imagine that happening to you.'

Hiccup smiled. 'They'd probably think that I was a hatchling, if we're honest. Or a toothpick, as Gobber likes to remind me.'

'Not a toothpick,' she whispered back, and her eyes left his face to follow her hand down his chest. His breath caught as her warm palm made a slow journey atop the linen, stopping at the waist of his trousers. 'Definitely not a toothpick.' Her voice was husky, and he followed it down to her mouth. She responded readily, curling both arms around his neck as he followed a treasure trail of freckles to her ear and then her neck, burying his face in her hair.

'So beautiful, Astrid, so beautiful,' he whispered, and he was surprised when it came out almost as a sob of his own. Her arms tightened around his head, and then he simply let himself fall on top of her. 'Astrid, I can't anymore.' He held her tighter. 'I can't. My oath, dad, you … I can't.' He felt her stiffen, and went on hastily in a harsh whisper. 'Astrid, I think I'm going to break my oath to you today.'

She gasped, curling up into him, and began trembling. He didn't allow her time to think, or feel guilty.

'I can't keep it anymore, Astrid. Not when it makes me feel like my skin is stretched too thin, and every moment we're together is a sort of torture instead of happiness. So tell me, Astrid.' He took a deep breath and raised his head to look at her squarely. 'Will you think any less of me if I don't keep my oath tonight?'

She stared at him for a few moments, blinking stray tears, then shook her head with her mouth falling open. He took her bottom lip into his mouth without thinking, suckling on it as his body caught fire at the possibility. Then began to vibrate at the actuality of it; he sunk his weight against hers, and when she received it gladly, he could hardly hold his heart in his ribcage.

'_Throw out the old clothes, bring in the new, fill up the chest and put on the stew._' she sang softly when their kiss broke. He stilled, smiling when he recognised the song. So many light, childhood days, innocently singing what they'd later discovered to be a wedding ditty. Holding hands, skipping and learning together and never wondering or knowing, never dreaming that one day …

'_Give him the sword and give her the ring, Braid up her hair behind earrings,_' he continued, rubbing his nose against hers and curling her hair around the shell of her ear, which he promptly kissed. She choked back a laugh that was half a sob and half a chuckle, her fingers carding through his hair.

'_Wait from the fruit to fall to the grass, after Thor's hammer knocked on the glass,_' she finished, smiling up at him. He smiled back, kissing her nose.

'Are you sure?' he whispered again. 'There's no going back.'

'It's been a while since that possibility was even an option, Hiccup,' she replied quietly, and his heart stopped. What she could mean, with that - all the things she could mean, and the way she was looking at him...

She had promised. She'd made him a promise. After the wedding night, she kept saying. He saw it in her eyes that he had understood correctly; the emotions he had for her, and her alone, they had an equal and equivalent force sitting in her chest. Just waiting. Waiting. For _him_.

It had been a while since that possibility was an option. For him, it had been even longer. So he smiled, and kissed her.

=0=

Astrid had never thought she'd find the most beautiful dress she owned this hateful. The look Hiccup had given her that morning had been nothing short of fantastic, jaw going slack and eyes travelling everywhere at once. And he'd kept his roving eyes all day; sometimes she caught him staring at her arse, other time he was watching her bare feet hop, or her hands waving, once she caught him staring rather hungrily at her breasts - he'd been well into his fifth mug of mead by then, and when he noticed that he'd been caught, he'd flushed so prettily she almost sat across his lap there and then.

He'd probably die of embarrassment if he knew how many times she'd come close to calling him her pretty little blushing lass.

Well, certainly not a blushing lass now; he wrenched a moan out of her throat as he rolled his hips into hers, her legs falling open to let him rest in the natural cradle of her hips. His wandering eyes translated wonderfully into wandering hands, and then the bloody dress got in the way at ever turn, making her growl as she began groping for her laces. Hiccup gave a laugh, sliding his hands under her and raising her to sit on his lap with a squeak. She slapped his shoulder when he kept grinning at her, then he lowered her slowly onto his lap, where she could already feel him straining against his trousers to reach her, and she couldn't breathe properly anymore.

Balancing with her hands on his shoulders, more than a little nervous as she looked into his eyes, she tried the same movement he had a few moments ago, and both of their heads fell back as her hips rolled, pressing her heat into him. Her limbs started to tremble of their own accord, her knees simultaneously weak and locked in strength as she repeated the motion, again and again, intensifying the sensation with each pass.

His fingers were working on her dress' ties, and damn him if her bodice didn't come loose within a few moments. Her breath came short as he started kissing her collar bone, following the descent of the lax material as the heavy brocade carried the silk slowly down her arms, dragging the rest of the dress with it. He went leisurely along for the ride, open mouth kissing and sucking on her skin until he reached her breast bindings. He skimmed his lips along the line of her linen, then his nose, and then he planted his mouth on her clothed nipple with little warning.

She gasped, her hips rippling against him of their own accord as her body went taut. The sensation of his lips on her breast, even through the fabric of her bindings, sent a jolt of pleasure fanning out of the spots where their skin met, pulsing outwards with every movement of his soft lips against her. She shook her sleeves off to gather his head into the circle of her arms even as his came around her waist, supporting her as he leaned her back again, only far enough for her dress to slide to her hips.

'Astrid,' his mumbled, mouth half full of the skin just under her breast, making her pulse skip crazily as she felt the vibration of his voice and breathe flutter over her skin. 'Astrid, I love you so bloody much.'

'Idiot,' she chuckled back, moving slightly away from his lap so that she could push the dress down further. Her heart skipped again, her blood growing heavy and hot in her veins when he flung his shirt off then simply rose to stand on his knees on the mattress, taking her with him. One arm held her up by the waist, the other gently slid the dress over her hips and bottom. She looked down at him, his face almost nestled between her breasts as he held her above him, and she could feel a new fire building between her legs at the way he was so obviously hungry for her.

Years. He'd said he'd loved her for years. Even when she wasn't speaking to him, when she was a world away. He thought of her when he made love to another woman, thought of her when he was lonely. She wondered whether he'd ever touched himself and called her name. She wondered how often he'd wanted her hands to touch his skin as they were doing now. She remembered thinking of him, praying for him to be safe, to come home. She remembered, too, wishing for this abstractly, sometimes, before she caught herself and shook it off out of shyness. Sometimes she wondered what he'd look like, but often she pictured the boy who'd left.

As he let her drop slowly onto her knees once she'd kicked the dress off completely, she took a moment to finger the scar on his cheek, then follow it down to the rest of the strike on his chest; the blow that almost killed him the first year he'd been away. She was so grateful it hadn't, so she leaned down and kissed the scar, feeling the vibration of his groan against her lips before she heard it. Feeling slightly devious, she bent down slightly and licked his nipple. He shuddered, before he gave a gruff sort of growl and leaned against her, taking her down onto the bed with a shriek and a laugh, squashing her flat.

'Hiccup, you goofball,' she laughed as he rolled this way and that on top of her, chuckling into her neck and kissing it, taking another moment to bury his face into her hair when she couldn't stop the winded chortling. He rubbed his cheek to hers, movement that she reciprocated, and then they began hunting and evading each other's mouths, lips meeting and escaping in a playfully flirty game of tag. He got momentarily distracted when she passed a hand through her hair, and she snatched up the chance right away, sealing their lips together as he groaned in defeat. He flopped to the side, nosing at her hair and moaning.

'I've wanted to see your hair all untied for _years_,' he complained. 'And you keep distracting me!'

'You've seen it before,' she laughed back, 'every wash day!'

'But this is just for me!' he muttered back rebelliously. She gave him an incredulous look.

'And every time I'm alone in the bath with you, my hair is down for Toothless,' she replied flatly. She enjoyed his bashful eyeroll as much as his flushed cheeks.

'No, I meant it's spread around you, in our bed, and it's all mussed from _my_ hands, and ...' he trailed off, biting his lip as if he'd revealed too much, cheeks rising in colour. Her heart hammered as she gleaned a shard of a fantasy he must have nurtured for ages. She knew of his love for her hair, but this was …

'Sit up,' she said quietly, and he blinked at her, but she only smiled. When he'd backed off a little, she passed her arms under her hair and fanned it out around her, making sure to move slowly and look him in the eyes. 'All yours, Hiccup.' His pupils dilated before her eyes as she stared at him as coyly as she knew how, trying to eat him alive with her eyes. She raised her toes to toy at his sides, and then snagged them around his belt, giving a playful tug. 'Take it off.' It was meant to come out as a suggestion; it was an order instead.

'As my lady commands,' he whispered back, the playful mood lifting as the thrill of heavy arousal returned to their veins, the near-predatory look in his eyes helping her along the way a great deal. Her gaze fell to his hands untying his belt, the promise of what lay beneath increasing her heart beat as her mouth went dry. The moment the tie was loose, she was tugging at his trouser legs eagerly, making him chuckle somewhat shyly as he wriggled and moved to hold himself up with one arm in order to kick the trousers off. His under linens barely concealed his eagerness, and when she brushed her fingers against his erection by mistake, he went still and groaned, his head thrown back wordlessly. Breathing heavily, trembling slightly, he bent down to push the trousers over his prosthetic, which he hadn't removed yet. Then slowly, almost torturously, he settled on top of her again, his heat and weight so much closer now. Only their linens separated them, swathes of skin finally coming together in passionate intent. This wasn't like the bathtub, where they were still shy and tentative as they got used to each others' bodies so close. This wasn't the few passionate encounters they'd shared, when everything rode the razor edge of wanted and forbidden. This was the real deal, finally an acceptance of both their desires, a surrender to their bodies as they came together.

This was their wedding night, she realised with a jolt. This was going to be their wedding night after all.

'Wait!' he gasped, 'wait!' and she froze in horror for a moment before she felt his fingers in her hair, snagging and tugging gently. 'I have to take it off … your bridal crown, I ...' he fell silent, his breath short as she made it a point to rub up against him, making his fingers shake even more. He scowled down at her slightly, but there was no real annoyance behind it as he got distracted by her eyebrows, apparently, and stopped in his intent to drop a kiss on them. Then his shaking hands were back, fingers picking individual strands of hair delicately as they caught on flowers and stems, petals falling around her face as he took the crown out of her hair bit by bit.

Her pulse rose into her throat when he finally detached the wreath of flowers, and his hands were shaking badly. He brought the flowers to his face and kissed them, showering more petals all over the bed, before he leaned over and set it beside the bed. When he turned back to her, his eyes were inky black, pupils dilated as far as they would go with a small smile on his lips.

'Waited all my life to do that,' he admitted, and Astrid was torn between laughter and stronger emotions. She settled for taking his cheeks in her hand and kissing him hard, lifting one leg to curl around his hips. The innocent peck turned into a dance that deepened, their entire bodies nuzzling one another, each stroke of friction sending a sizzling spark across her skin, his groans as she rubbed her crotch against his sending her blood pounding in her ears. His body was both soft and solid, muscle chording and bunching, but skin giving way to the gentle or gripping force of her fingers. And he was warm, so very warm, smelling of the sandalwood oils she had bought him as a gift on her travels, to try to make up for their missed Violentine's day. She'd never smelled anything so varied and beautiful as the stand full of shining coloured bottles, and this earthy, wood-like fragrance had immediately reminded her of him, with his usual faint aroma of ash, ink and the chicory grass Toothless liked to throw him in sometimes. When she'd smelt it on him that morning, it was all she could do to keep her hands to herself.

And now she didn't have to. Finally, now, she would never have to anymore.

With that sizzling thought, her hands ran down his back and urgently began to tug at the sides of his under-linens, pants rolling down slightly to expose the dimples at the end of his spine she'd come to utterly adore. When he touched her there, her body responded almost instantaneously, and she somehow knew that so would his. She reached down with one hand, bringing the heel of her opposite foot so she could reach both dimples, and immediately began massaging his spine in warm, firm circles. The moan he uttered was gratifying, his head rising from his kisses to gasp as his hips gave what seemed like an involuntary spasm forward. She shuddered at the delicious friction, but didn't let up her touch, his breath coming in shorter and shorter pants as his hips almost seemed to move independently of him.

'Astrid,' he murmured, almost pleading, his eyes half closed and unfocused, and she thought she couldn't become more aroused, couldn't be more enticed by him at this point, but this loss of control, this final surrender of his body to her fingers made her want to tear their remaining clothes off. She wanted him. Now.

'Hiccup,' she answered, her voice unsubstantial to her pounding ears. 'Take it off. Take it _off_,' she whispered, tugging at his under-linnen and mouthing his collar bone.

'As my lady commands,' he repeated, curling up to allow her to push his linens off. Astrid shuddered as, in one of the most erotic acts of her life, she slowly pushed his under garments down, freeing him gently and continuing to push the linen with her toes until he could kick it off. When her fingers found the laces of his leg, he stopped her. 'No!' she looked at him in confusion. 'I won't have - I mean, if I … I won't be able to ...' He flushed, looking down between them, and what he was trying to say on traction dawned on her.

'It's alright,' she muttered, smiling back. She curled her toes into his leg hair, rubbing her thighs against his exposed hips. 'I think my legs are going to be very happy up here anyway.'

He went scarlet and groaned, dropping on top of her to pepper kisses along her neck. He gave a gentle thrust against her just to tease, and it was her turn to find her hip responding beyond her control as she felt him, hot and heavy, against the curve of her bottom. His fingers slid along her skin under the strap of her linen - the last barrier between them.

'Please,' he begged her unashamedly, looking her straight in the eyes as his fingers ran maddening circles against her hip. 'Please.'

'Yes. Of course, yes,' she gasped back, raising her hips to help him remove the garment, making them both moan as the action pressed their groins together. Every movement, every touch, simply made things more frantic, the heat burning hotter, the sweat tasting sweeter, and their patience running dry. He'd no sooner flung her undergarment over his shoulder that his fingers were attacking her breast bindings, and the laces were nearly ripped clean off as both of them tugged on it uncaring. The moment it was open and cast on the floor, the feeling of his skin on the entire length of her body floored her. Her legs trembled almost beyond her control as she coaxed them up to hug his hips again, and then she realised that he'd stopped moving, simply lying over her with his eyes closed, revelling in the feel of their naked bodies pressed together.

Astrid ran her hands up and down his back, savouring the friction of every shudder he made, until she could build up the courage to reach down again, squeezing his bottom and causing him to give another involuntary thrust. He blinked his eyes open, looking dazed but certainly not confused as his hungry gaze pinned her to the bed.

He rose gently off her on his elbows and knees, and before she could protest, he ran his hand along her centre, robbing her of speech as he stole some of her moisture and rubbed it against his member with two strokes that shook a hiss out of him. When he moved back on top of her, he was at her entrance. Her entire body froze at the sensation. One short move, one thrust, and they'd be joined. Finally after months of waiting and years of wondering - husband and wife, the long, torturous pause on the natural progression on their intimacy lifted. He seemed to feel the importance of it too, because he didn't enter, stopping to stare at her for a half-second.

Later, they'd be both regretful and very glad that he had taken that moment.

'Hiccup! I have fantastic news that I am _sure_ you'll- oh Odin's soggy balls!'

Hiccup flew off her in an instant, and Astrid was left blinking and exposed for a second before she scrambled to her knees and reached for her axe. Hiccup was holding his father at Sword point, Smoulder thankfully unlit. Stoick's head leaned backwards as the sword under his chin threatened to give him a very close shave, some hairs from his beard floating to the floor already.

Astrid stared, mortification beginning to filter through her lust and alcohol fogged mind. Her lover was naked, glistening with sweat and _her_ around his lap. Oh Hel's teeth - _she_ was naked! With a yelp, she dropped her axe and grabbed a woven blanket, covering herself with it as best she could. Her little noise of dismay and the weapon's thump seemed to shake Hiccup out of his stalemate. He flung the sword to the floor with a clatter, swearing long and colourfully. Astrid, could almost feel her desire for him rise again as he cursed violently, still completely naked and red from head to toe, which left some rather conflicting feelings as …. her _chief and father in law_ was _right there_!

Stoick's reaction stilled the room completely.

It started with a snort. And then he was bending over, slapping his knees in full on guffaws as his beard wobbled and his helmet fell askew.

'Dad, what in Odin's name...' Hiccup said with a sigh, falling back to sit down on the bed. Astrid moved towards him instinctively, simultaneously trying to hide behind him and covering his nakedness by throwing her arm around his chest, drawing the blanket around them both.

'Well, son! Ye'll be pleased to know that Bertha n' I - well, hwahwahwa! I cannea hardly contain it!' And off he went again.

Astrid exchanged an incredulous look with Hiccup, who blankly stared back. While their situation was admittedly unique, and they were rather older than the usual betrothed couples were, one hardly expected a parent who found his children fornicating out of wedlock to be _amused_ by it.

'Oh Odin preserve me,' Stoick gasped, wiping a tear as he tried to control his laughter, belly wobbling and chest heaving. He cleared his throat, standing up straighter and putting his arms akimbo, but he was unable to wipe the grin off his face, so wide his lips showed up from beneath his beard. 'Well lad, lass - ye'll be pleased to know that Bertha an' I had a _surprise_ for ye. See, we knew it wasn't fair that you two had to wait till Autumn because of … well… _that_ business. So we'd agreed that as the harvest had been good for us both, and as Cami and Astrid and their troupe had done such a good job on their looting rounds, we had enough for about _four_ weddings, let alone two. And since all the allied tribes are gathered already...'

A sharp sizzle of excitement, completely different from the one she'd just experienced, rushed up Astrid's spine.

'You mean …. you mean you're marrying us?' Hiccup asked, his voice carrying the same note of barely suppressed hope coupled with indignant incredulity. 'Now? And when were you planning to tell us!'

'Just did!' Stoick replied, more cheeky than Astrid had ever seen him, laughter still wobbling the edge of his lips. 'And the plan was to do it next week, but tomorrow seems fair enough to me - more excuse to get the celebrations going for longer! So you two … you two can _go on_.' He wiggled his brows, obviously delighted. 'One day'll make no one any difference.

'Wait, wait!' Astrid cried, too many things buzzing in her head, mixed with the puddle of drink and still maddening arousal that refused to cool down. 'We're getting married.' Stoick nodded. 'Tomorrow.' He nodded again, his grin getting even cheekier. 'And you're giving us your _blessing_?!' The cheekiness increased ten fold, and he burst out laughing again.

'On that note, I'm off to the feast to announce that there is going to be another wedding tomorrow!' he said, even more loudly than usual as he laughed away. 'Oh, you should see your faces! Ha! Well then, get on with that! I need more grandchildren!'

Stoick left as abruptly as he'd come, leaving the two lovers to look at the door, incredulous.

'Did that really happen?' Hiccup asked, his monotone leaking distress. 'Please tell me this is one of those really pleasant dreams that turn into a nightmare half way through...'

'In that case, we're sharing it,' Astrid sighed, hiding her face in the crook of his neck.

'Oh gods in Asgard's Halls, he must be drunk,' Hiccup moaned in dismay. Astrid moved around to sit in his lap and hug him, taking the blanket with her and snuggling under it with him. She was rather disappointed to find that the interruption had quite obviously shrunk out his interest. 'He's drunk and he doesn't know what he's saying, you watch. Tomorrow he'll wake up, remember what he saw, and string me up by the balls.'

Stoick's booming voice suddenly interrupted them again. '_LISTEN UP, ALL YE DRUNKEN FOOLS! _'_I HAVE AN ANNOUNCEMENT TO MAKE! YOU WILL ALL BE WELL PLEASED TO KNOW THAT TOMORROW, ANOTHER WEDDING WILL TAKE PLACE!'_

'_Tomorrow ain't Freya's day!'_ someone yelled back.

'_WEDDING NIGHT'S HAPPENING TONIGHT ANYWAY, SO IT'S VALID AS THEY GET!_' Stoick replied, to be answered by roars of laughing and people calling bets.

'Oh for Odin's sake,' Hiccup moaned, and Astrid found herself chortling helplessly when he curled up around her in mortification. After a few moments, Astrid found herself full out laughing, unable to stop as the unbelievable situation left her helpless to feel anything coherent. Soon, Hiccup was laughing with her too, and they leaned to lie down, curled around one another, warm under the blanket, still naked and close.

'Oh gods, this is unbelievable,' he said, burying his face in her neck. 'We're getting married...'

'Yes,' she replied, and she was suddenly breathless as it truly hit her. 'Tomorrow!'

'Tomorrow!' he echoed, and they laughed again, turning to look at one another. She kissed him, and he responded, arms snaking out to hold each other close as the mixture of feelings coursing through them made the kiss light but passionate.

'So,' Astrid started when they separated, mirth still flickering at the end of her words as laughter threatened again for no reason other than the strong elation she felt.

'So,' Hiccup replied, and he did laugh, a short burst of happiness that dragged her with him into giddy giggles.

'Not Autumn. Tomorrow,' she repeated, her cheeks nearly hurting from her wide grin. 'And we have his blessing.'

Hiccup's face instantly froze. 'You don't seriously expect me to … after that? _My Dad_ walked in on us! And he just - just announced it to the whole tri- the whole _archipelago_! And everyone is going to expect - and they think they know what we're doing-' He choked on his own tongue and just looked at her with a slack jaw. Somehow, he made the very stupid expression look intensely handsome.

'You took my bridal crown off,' she whispered, her grin falling into more of a smile at his distress. 'And what difference will a day make? And Freya's day is today anyway, you know, and … please?'

He kept blinking at her. Then he looked down into the coocoon of limbs and bedding, and she followed his gaze to his manhood, only at half-mast from the entire ordeal. He blushed scarlet when he glanced up to find her peeking too, and he shifted uncomfortably and almost shyly.

'Not sure I'm up for it,' he muttered, and then realised what he said and groaned, burying his face in the mattress as she laughed at his ears going scarlet. 'You know what I mean!'

'I do, I do,' Astrid replied, moving closer to drop kisses on his ear, cheek and neck. He brought his face around to look at her sheepishly, and he relaxed when she kept smiling at him.

'Am I allowed to try to get you interested again, at least?' she offered, and the corners of his mouth twitched into an uncertain smile that was trying to be a smirk.

'Don't see why not,' he conceded, face still blushing, heart rate beginning to pick up under her palm as she caressed his chest.

'Well then, she murmured, rolling onto her back and pulling him onto her to plant a soft, tender kiss on his mouth. 'Where were we?'

=0=

***clears throat* Ahem. You have been trolled. Until next week, that is.**
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'Well then, where were we?' she asked in a sultry voice, the wiry thatch of damp hair between her thighs scraping enticingly against his lower belly. 'I believe it was around here,' she smiled prettily, almost without lust considering the situation. 'My legs were around here…' She gently lifted both feet, resting them on the back of his thighs, her toes instantly curling into his leg hair to give a teasing tug. 'My arms were here.' Once again, languid movement followed her words, her arms curling around his head so he could nuzzle his ear against her inner elbow, kiss her well-formed bicep, run his nose against her shoulder.

'And I was ...' he began, meaning to continue her game, when he realised that there was something distinctly lacking. He flushed in mortification when he looked down again, still more than a little wilted from the shocking and embarrassing interruption. '...gods….'

Astrid chuckled, and he looked at her in a mixture of dismayed affront until he caught her eye, and the spark of mirth and her bubbling laughs simply dragged him down into laughter as well. He hid his face in her neck, both of them shivering with giggles, her fingers running through his hair and down his back in touches light enough to tickle.

''M sorry,' he mumbled, still completely ashamed of the fact that he was naked atop her, and not quite up to task.

'Don't worry, sweetheart,' she chuckled into his ear. 'It's not every day that your dad walks in on you while you're about to have your woman.'

He moaned, burrowing his face more deeply into her neck, and she gave a shriek of laughter as it tickled her.

'You really know how to make a guy feel better!' he grumbled, enjoying the warm closeness of her body, the fact that she was still curled around him, toes still massaging his legs and fingers flightily glancing up and down his back, despite the pause in their love-making. He settled his weight on top of her and her laugh turned into a huff, then she rubbed her cheek against his hair.

'At least Gobber wasn't with him!' she laughed, short of breath as he purposefully squashed her, then attacked her ribs to make her cry out. 'Stop that!'

'You stop that! These images in my head aren't helping one bit! Oh, let's imagine what it would have been like if _both_ your dads had come in and caught you bare-arsed sexing your betrothed up!' Astrid's laughter only got louder.

He turned to look at her grumpily, and that only made her chuckle more. She bit her lip in an attempt to keep it in, but then he pouted at her and she snorted and burst into fits of mirth again.

'Hiccup, I swear!' she gasped, slapping his back. He groaned, her natural strength making it a tad more than a love-tap. In retaliation, he gnawed at the soft skin just below her ear, and her laughter turned into a breathy moan. 'Hiccup...'

He kissed the aggravated skin in apology. 'I still want you,' he mumbled, giving her neck and ear a lick and kiss that had her squirming. More blood began heading south as his ears buzzed, but he was dismayed to find that it was not quite fast enough, as he kept getting distracted by the hubbub and din outside, imagining every call and cry and laugh to be about him, them, _this_.

He groaned again at the last thought, going still and sighing deeply above her.

'Hiccup?' she asked, sensing his change in mood. Her feet landed on the mattress at his hips as she tried to find purchase to wiggle out from under him, but he slithered his arms beneath her and held on tight, not quite ready to leave their near-coital stance yet, even though he wasn't trying _hard_ enough to get things going.

Someone laughed really loudly, close to their hut, and whistled. Hiccup flinched. Above his head, Astrid sighed and he had to keep from flinching again.

'Beloved,' she murmured, tracing the shell of his ear. She didn't have to coax him further to make him look at her. She flushed, but she didn't take it back. Beloved. Be_loved_. 'This is what normally happens on a wedding night anyway, you know. Everyone knows exactly what is happening once the wedded couple leaves the feast. And we're at least lucky - Cami and Tuff get half the geers tomorrow morning.'

'At our wedding,' he answered dryly. Astrid scowled a little, but then a smile spread slowly on her face.

'At our wedding.' Her smile was contagious. 'Tomorrow.' He found himself smiling wide in response to her glowing face.

'Still can't believe you want me at all, let alone that you're so glad to tie the knot with me.' She snorted again, a wicked grin forming on her face.

'Maybe you need a _hand_ to get your _head_ around it,' she muttered cheekily, and promptly brought one palm around and under to cup him. He jumped slightly, his hips once again pressing into her touch without his consent, and Astrid's teasing smile became a smirk.

'I love it,' she whispered, as if sharing a secret. 'When you close your eyes and do that with your hips, like you can't help it.'

He huffed, but indulged her as her fingers began working their magic, his muscles shivering and spasming with every stroke as his arousal mounted again. 'I can't,' he confirmed, and couldn't even begrudge her the smugness. He decided the best course of action was to kiss it right off, and so he brought his face down, nearing her lips but not touching, teasing with glancing, fleeting caresses of his lips to hers. She groaned, and it was his turn to look smug. She retaliated with a firm squeeze of her hand, and he grunted again.

'Fine,' he grumbled in mock annoyance. 'If that's how you want to play ...' He swallowed her shriek as his fingers dug into her sides, making her wriggle and dance beneath him. He dropped more of his weight on her, making sure she didn't slither away from his chosen punishment, and her constant gyrations and laughter did more for him than her hand on his manhood did.

'Oh,' she laughed breathlessly, her eyebrow raised. 'Look who's back!' She bit his ear, making him squirm. 'Up for more, then?'

'If my lady desires,' he teased back, giving the column of her neck a long, sultry lick. Her hand moved away with a final squeeze, her legs came back up, ankles locking at the base of his spine, and he raised his head to find smoking, eager eyes.

'Oh yes she does,' she replied, pressing herself against him. The entire length of her body was warm, bare, slightly damp with sweat and fast against his. Her heart was pounding in an echo of his own, the blood rush in his ears not enough to dull the excited thudding in her chest. Every detail of her burned into his mind, making his blood ran faster, heavier. His groin began to ache with need.

Without taking his eyes away from hers, he shifted to rest on one elbow, grabbing himself to guide his way in. Astrid gave a short gasp when she realised what he was doing, almost losing the precarious control he still had over himself when he saw her excitement, her willingness and anticipation.

He didn't think further; only felt. His head at her entrance, the look in her eyes as she panted helplessly. The first push, heat swallowing his head in a familiar but completely new way. This was Astrid, he was making love with _Astrid_. The mewls and sounds she made as he pushed gently inwards, downwards, rolling his hips slowly to get her used to it as an unbelievable lightness swallowed him. How her legs trembled around him, how her breasts moved as she squirmed and gasped. Sweat began to accumulate on her body in a way that was almost inviting, enticing, and he found himself lapping up beads of it with his tongue, making her gasp and moan more.

His hips moved insistently, but he was always careful to keep the thrusts gentle, _agonising_. The slow progression was both torture and bliss. He had time to savour this - this first time that was hopefully a prelude to many others - to remember details, commit them to memory. Her smell, her hair spread out like a golden river. Her eyes, hazy with desire for him, trying to focus on him and rolling with the pleasure at the same time.

A sharp stab of lust hit him at that - pleasure, he was giving her pleasure.

His hips gave a sharp jolt forward, and Astrid's nails were suddenly claws in his back, her legs a vice around him. Her inner muscles squeezed, and he couldn't suppress the begging moan that escaped him. Before he could wrest control back, before he could apologize, she was thrusting her hips upwards, taking more and more of him in, and he was a slave to her, groans and moans leaking from him helplessly as he surrendered to what her body wanted. He tried to keep still as she took him to the hilt, only succeeding marginally. Once they'd worked his length inside her completely, he found himself trembling with a mixture of lust and emotion, and he simply couldn't resist anymore.

One of his hands moved to cup her hips, the other slid under her neck, raising her chin as his forearm supported her head. He rotated his hips again, enjoying the noises she made, the heat of her squeezing around him, and then began a rhythm, slow enough that she began to match him, increasing the more he tried to hold back.

Soon, both of their bodies seemed to have a mind of their own, moving against each other, twisting, jerking. She sighed and said his name in a way that scorched his skin, and then he was whispering in her ear, telling her how beautiful she was, how he adored her scent, craved the taste of her skin. Remembering how she had reacted when he was teaching her how to pleasure him, he began to tell her how much he liked the way she moved, the way she felt. He guided her hips up with his hand on her waist, and her cries only grew stronger.

'Gods, I love you,' she wailed, biting her lip with her head thrown back. Her inner muscles clamped spasmodically around his length, and her hips were thrusting up against his desperately. Her words brought a new rush of blood to his head - finally, _finally_. They felt important beyond measure, and at the same time, mundane, as if he'd always known. As if this was something that was just going to be an everyday part of his life, from now on.

There was no holding back after that. He reared back and thrust hard, making her almost scream.

'More! Again!' she gasped, and he couldn't have stopped if he wished. With a driving rhythm that left his entire body burning, he cupped her rear, squeezed and jolted her up into him as he came down, feeling like he was entering her more deeply every time. Her front rubbed against his hip bone, and he made sure to twist his hips on the way up, enjoying how it made her sob with want. His mouth found her breast, laving her swinging nipples as even his bent, curled back felt like pleasure.

Without warning, Astrid's body seized, and her hips jolted against his incessantly as her inner walls wrung around him. With her head thrown back and his name escaping in a constant litany, he looked down at her and realised he'd brought her to completion.

It was only a few strokes after that, bolt after bolt of pleasure shooting down his spine, his groin stiff and ready as the pleasure reached new, far-reaching heights. It was almost like flying - nothing like his previous coital experiences. This was true bliss. The moment he broke, he wailed her name long and loud, falling into her arms in a heap of twitching sweat. He'd never come apart this strongly, never felt as if he was almost dying as he emptied himself inside a woman. His peak lasted long, and hard, and he almost felt faint when he came back to himself, lungs burning and body spent.

Her breath beneath him was already calming, his cheek pillowed on her breast as a still-erect nipple peeked in and out of his sight beyond his nose. A lazy smile spread on his lips as he fought back the sudden wave of exhaustion that threatened to overtake him, and he tried to rise on wobbly arms, only to hear her mewl in protest.

'Stay,' she sighed, her trembling legs losing their grip on his hips and sliding him out, but she curled up around him, folding her arms around his head. He couldn't stop smiling, couldn't wash off the feelings of mellow happiness as he lay there, having just made love to his wife for the first time. Her breath began to come short, however, with his weight on her, and so he groaned, and reluctantly rolled to his side. Ignoring her protests, he simply dragged her with him with his numb arm under her neck, and then tucked her into his chest, flinging an uncoordinated leg over her.

He became aware that he'd never taken his metal leg off, but at that moment, he didn't care. Her toes curled around the ties holding it together, and he felt complete.

'I love you,' she repeated almost needlessly. Somehow, their shared passion had nailed it into his head like nothing else had, and he held her to him more strongly, kissing her shoulder and nosing her hair.

'I love you,' he answered, and her happy hum and gentle fingers in his hair lulled him to sleep.

=0=

When next he blinked awake, he was groggy, still tired, hungry enough to eat a boar, and sore. He blinked his crusty eyes, peering out the window shutters to see no light leaking through, and wondered why he was awake. Movement against him made him look down, and the expanse of Astrid's back pressed against his chest, her crown of golden hair glowing in the darkness along with her white skin, washed off the sleep in an instant.

Yesterday, at Tuff's wedding. The ale and mead, taking her home; falling into bed with her, comforting her. Making love with her.

He gasped, moving slightly away from her as all the muscles in his body protested, sore and aching almost pleasantly. They'd made love. He'd broken his oath.

Conflicting emotions swam up to his still tired head, and he groaned quietly into his armpit, unable to move as Astrid used his elbow as a pillow. Her hair covered his face, and then the scent of sweat, sex and her filled his nostrils. Dear gods, dear Asgard, they'd really done it. They'd made love, and it was like nothing he'd ever imagined, nothing he'd had before. His uncertain, strange nights with Sepha paled and faded in comparison, her soft warm body still naked against him almost enough to set him off again.

He tried to calm his breathing, to prevent waking her up, but she seemed dead to the world, her breath steady and even puffing along his forearm. His fingers were numb, but he couldn't bring himself to care. Cautiously, he tugged the covers higher around them, and then gently splayed his fingers on her flat belly, hard muscles relaxed and soft, and skin silken under his fingerpads. Astrid didn't even stir, and he couldn't help smiling. He'd tired her out completely.

And his dad had walked in on them.

His body seized, and he had to bite his lip to stop from swearing loudly. Oh gods. _Oh gods_ all of Berk knew he'd fucked his betrothed. All of the islands and allied tribes knew! He'd broken his oath - nooo, he hadn't _broken _it, he'd ripped it apart, spat on it, took a nose dive into the ocean with it in his hands and then shat on it. And everyone now knew he'd taken Astrid's virtue, and - … and they were getting married tomorrow.

Tomorrow. Not Autumn. Tomorrow. Heck, _today_, maybe.

His panic receded as he grinned like a maniac. Married! Finally!

Another memory hit him like a barrelling dragon. _Love_. He did gasp this time, though it didn't seem to disturb Astrid any. He needed to remember this later, so he could tease her about how much he'd tired her out and exactly how manly that made him (he'd get a good punch for it, but it would be _worth it_), but right now, all he could think of was … love.

He curled up around her, pulling her further into his chest, nosing her neck and feeling his heart throb excitedly. He ignored his half-mast arousal pressed against her backside in favour of drowning in this feeling. She'd said it, last night, said it like she couldn't keep it in anymore. She'd promised she would, he'd known it for a while, but she'd still _said it_. His Astrid, his beautiful Astrid. She wanted him, she wanted to stay with him, and she loved him. Taking a deep breath, he smiled helplessly into her hair.

She loved him. With those words, his heart still racing and his thoughts still throbbing, he surrendered back into sleep, his exhausted body swallowing his elation up in dreams.

=0=

The next time he awoke wasn't so pleasant. He first had a vague notion of voices and noises around him, but his body was too warm, too loose and comfortable to move.

'Sure seems … ud … ight day...'

'...maiden, you say? But ...'

' … seems to have …. leave them?'

'Not a chance.'

The last sentence was sharper than the rest as his consciousness swam upwards despite his best efforts to remain deeply asleep. He was already blinking lazily against the golden morning light when the next sentence came.

'Well girls, let's swing it.'

The next second, a complete cacophony of noise filled the tiny bedroom, and Hiccup jumped up with a yelp. He blinked down when his right arm gave out under him, first due to the unexpected weight on it, then because it was completely numb. Stumbling backwards and catching himself on an elbow, he came face to face with a panicked Astrid. Her eyes went wide as soon as they met his, and then her hand rose slowly to his face.

'Not a dream?'

He swallowed and nodded. Details and memories of the previous night came sharply to his mind, and Astrid's hair around them was the golden glow he had woken up to. Gods willing, it would always be-

'Well look at them!'

Both of them yelped. Hiccup instinctively collecting Astrid into his arms as she shielded her breasts. Brunhilda, Sigríðr and Droploug where in the front line, grinning like maniacs. They were flanked by -

'_Cami_, what the fu-'

'I crawled out of the pit of depravity that is my marriage bed for this!' she said with a laugh that was almost gloating. 'I wouldn't miss this for the world!'

'I told you they'd smash things,' Sigríðr said to Brunhilda, making Hiccup blink in confusion. 'Starting with traditions.'

'This is the preparation for your wedding!' Droploug said merrily, tone neutral and unaffected by the fact that - _Thor in a berry tart they were naked_.

Hiccup's face suddenly heated, his arms holding Astrid closer to him, and he wasn't sure whether it was to cover her or himself. Brunhilda gave him a leering grin, and he realised with a jolt that he wasn't covered in the slightest.

Oh Odin's saggy left ball, he was going to creep into a hole and die.

'Well then, I think you're awake enough!' his future mother-in-law announced. She dropped a - was that a _yak bell_? - to the ground with a resounding clang, and then grabbed a robe from a woven bag in the corner that had definitely never been there, and snapped it open before she grabbed Astrid's hand and pulled her right out of Hiccup's arms. Astrid gave an undignified yelp, but her mother bundled her up with practiced ease, and once she had tied the simple wrap dress and unceremoniously forced her daughter's feet into a pair of boots, all the women were grinning and filing out the door.

'Well then, we can't leave Heather waiting too long! Oh she's going to be so mad she missed this!'

'Hold on, hold up, wait-' he paused in trying to stand up to gather a sheet around his waist when Sigríðr sniggered at his … swinging gait. That was his _aunt_! 'What's going on, what-'

Brunhilda turned on him with a grin worthy of a madwoman. He had seen grins like that on Dagur's face when they were younger and he was trying to drown the younger heir in a swimming pond. 'Oh child, it's your wedding day! We have to take you to your ritual baths!'

'Yes, to "wash the maidenhood off"!' Cami said in a tone that was uniquely her own, as she made the seemingly innocuous sentence sound nearly blasphemous.

'More like wash off the smell of sex,' Sigríðr laughed, blunt and to the point as always. Astrid squeaked like he'd never heard her before, and Hiccup groaned, hiding his face in his hand.

'Well boys, the lady is secured,' he heard Brunhilda say, laughter in her voice. 'You can go collect your own victim - I mean charge!'

Raucous laughter followed the statement, and then a near _army _of men entered the room, led by his father, Thuggory and a lewdly grinning Tuffnut. Hiccup looked from one to the other, and then finally at his father.

'Please,' he said seriously. 'Just drown me.'

'Not a chance!' Thuggory sniggered, snagging him by the arm and knotting the sheet around his waist, dragging him out as he was.

'Yeah, no kidding,' Tuffnut drawled, 'then we'd have to answer to _Astrid_. And we like living.'

Hiccup tried to curl up and die as the entire procession burst into laughter, including his father and uncle. Unfortunately, his first walk of shame was in front of an entire whistling archipelago of Vikings, and Odin wasn't listening.

The baths were not as terrible as he thought they would be, however. The hot water was soothing on his half-headache from the previous day's drinking, as well as on his tired muscles. Dried sweat - and other things - were scrubbed off with alacrity, and then he was being given oils and told to fancy up, because the ladies loved it, which led to exchanged stories of love affairs and hints on lady loving. Which led to laughter and jokes and demands to know how _his_ lady loved his loving, which he refused to give amongst laughter and jeering. He found solace in the fact that no one brought up the usual shame that came with being caught in that situation, no one tried to shame him or, most importantly, her, ruining their night.

The conversation inevitably quieted down as Hiccup began to grin at the water, hair thrown back and plastered off his face after one too many buckets of scented water thrown over his head. The guest bath house was constructed with two separate chambers for men and women, but they could still hear the women tittering in the next room.

Finally his dad cleared his throat after a long moment, and Hiccup looked up to find the giant of a man wringing his hands, his hair unusually loose and wet making him seem younger despite the coppery white of his beard. Hiccup gave him a questioning look when he didn't continue, and his dad scratched his cheek.

'This is the point where a father usually looks at his son and wonders where the years have gone,' he said. Hiccup smiled at him. 'It still feels like that in a way - like yesterday was the last time I held my little bairn swaddled in blankets, and now you're to marry and have bairns of your own.' Tuffnut and Thuggory dug their elbows into him on either side and he bit back a yelp, glaring at them and rubbing his sore ribs. 'But the truth is … the truth is ...'

Hiccup looked up, slightly startled by the uncertain and wavering quality of his father's voice. 'Dad?'

'When you came back, after all those years...' Stoick kept wringing his hands and looking at his knuckles. 'You weren't my little boy anymore. Before you left, I could still see the little baby Val and I brought into the world, around your eyes and cheeks… but when ye came back, you were already a man.' Hiccup began to feel choked up. 'What I'm trying to say is that I'm proud of you, son. You've come a long way, and you didn't take the easy road to get 'ere either. In the end, I'm glad ye could find someone that made you happy, the way Astrid does.'

'Thanks dad...' he whispered back, not quite sure his voice would keep above that volume. 'Sorry it took me so long to come back.'

His father just smiled. 'You took exactly the time you needed.'

'Duh, if he'd come a little later, we'd all have been dragon munch,' Tuffnut said, rolling his eyes and making Spitelout whack him on the head. The serious atmosphere dissolved around his blasphemes and threats about being a deadly weapon and husband to another deadly weapon (the latter part possibly true) back into a light and humorous one. Hiccup shared a look with his father, trying to communicate as much love and fondness as the man had just given him in words. Their playful revelry was interrupted, Thuggory freezing with Tuffnut in a headlock, when Astrid's voice drifted through the wall, sharp and clear.

'What do you _mean_ you forgot my bridal crown!'

All the men looked at one another.

'Oops,' Stoick said in a frightened whisper. Hiccup slapped his face.
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As it turned out, the bridal crown was the least of their problems. Goethi, apparently, wasn't at all in favour of blessing their union on a day that wasn't Freya's day, and it took not a little cajoling to get her on board - even though technically, she was only there to perform the sacrifice, and his dad was the one who married them. In the end, she'd been promised several barrels of fine wine and claimed the right of presence to all the forthcoming Haddock births before she was satisfied enough to join the rituals. They bundled Hiccup into three layers of clothing - silk, wool tunic and a vest that matched the golden highlights of Astrid's dress from the previous day. He'd expected to see her walk into the great hall with it, but he was mistaken.

Astrid's beautiful gown from the day before had been apparently unsalvageable, he'd learn later, a crumpled heap of creases that none of the woman could get into shape on time for the important event. Luckily, her mother had sneakily prepared a surprise for her daughter - something that made Astrid forgive her more easily for the loss of the jewelled crown she'd acquired in her travels. Instead of simple adornments in the damask he'd gifted her, the dress was made out of it entirely, only trimmed by a fine silk dyed a dark red along the edges. The layers of patterned leaves flashed gold as she moved, her hair falling to frame her face in loose curls only a shade or two darker, making her appear like a golden statue. Someone had woven a crown of flowers, white and pure, with edges blue as her eyes, the exact same flowers he'd removed the day before, and it sat on her head proudly.

She didn't need the golden crown to complete the illusion; she was already his queen.

Hiccup had dreamt and imagined this so many times, with his tribe around him on his wedding day and Astrid as a bride, that coupled with last night it seems completely surreal. His father was bellowing the prayers and ritual lines, flanked by Bertha as the hosting chief and Goethi with a very reluctant ram caught firmly by the horns. Hiccup knew the words by heart from chiefing lessons and from attending many a wedding as a guest himself, but today they buzzed around his head like so many bees, sense only touching them occasionally as he lost himself in his wife's eyes. They were already holding hands although it wasn't tradition, and then his father had to pry them apart to proceed with the ceremony.

'... joined by the gods, by body and by blood...' he cut a short slit into both of their palms in corresponding places, then harvested a drop of each before pressing their hands together, cuts meeting in stinging significance. '... we pray and sacrifice that your union may last, and bring ye both happiness and prosperity.' Stoick turned decidedly towards his son. 'Name the gods you want to honour with this sacrifice.'

Most men usually asked to sacrifice to Thor for strength, to Odin for wisdom or Freyr for luck in battle. Hiccup didn't even have to think about it. 'To Frigga, for family,' he said, his voice starting low and gaining strength when Astrid blushed, but smiled at him. 'To Freya, a thanks for beauty'. This time Astrid turned nearly as red as the silk lining of her dress. 'And to Lofn.' He brought their hands up to kiss her fingers.

Some people in the hall were hooting, but others had gone quiet. He couldn't have made his feelings more clear, and there were a few among his closest friends who already knew how long he'd loved and wanted her. And for how long he'd despaired of even having a chance. But now he'd literally announced it to the entire archipelago, and the look in her eyes was worth it all.

Goethi muttered a chant, dribbling scented oils and water onto the ram's head with freshly cut branches still covered in green leaves. With a deft hand, she slit the ram's throat, and Stoick was prompt to collect the first blood, adding it to their own in the cup. Bertha took the twitching ram while Goethi chanted over the cup again as she mixed the blood with wine, and Stoick began to tie their hands together with a silken cord that had joined every single married couple on Berk - his father had even thought to bring _that_.

'You are joined now before this assembly and before the gods; you are one mind, one flesh. May your issue be strong, healthy and numerous, to lead our tribe into peace and prosperity as you will before them, as I did before you, and as our forefathers have done before us. May the allfather lead you in moments of turmoil, and may you find in each other solace, happiness, guidance and love.'

Goethi handed them the cup, and both took a sip of blood-tinted wine within. He couldn't help noticing how it stained her lips even redder, like the contact had been searing, and the gods had listened to his father's words. He couldn't help hoping that his own lips were just as red. Stoick tied the last knot, stepping back. 'Say your vows!'

A grinning pair of Cami and Tuff stepped forward. He picked up the sword his father had prepared, which had been resting against their respective hips, with his unbound hand. Tuffnut carefully put the ring on the decorative pommel, Hiccup offering it to Astrid. Delicately, she took the sword and ring offered, and then Hiccup lifted the ring off the hilt, allowing her to rest the sword inside the sheath already on her belt, and he slid the gold on her finger.

'There are many words I could say...' he started. He held her eyes for a moment as the ring came to rest at the base of her finger. 'But I've already told you everything.' She smiled at him. 'You are granting me my deepest wish and greatest gift today, and all I can do is promise to make you as happy as I can, for as long as I breathe.'

Astrid bit her lip, looking at him for a long moment. Then she turned to pick her sword up from against her hip, and Cami balanced the ring on the pommel once more. Hiccup's hand closed over hers for a moment before moving down the long hilt and grasping it. They repeated the motion, taking the ring and sheathing the sword, and Hiccup's chest jolted when he saw that her fingers were trembling as she put the ring on him.

'I never wanted to be a bride,' she began, and he was startled at the tremor in her voice. 'Not before you. I never would have imagined ...' she bit her wavering lip, and Hiccup clasped their bound hands. She smiled at him, and her eyes were wet. He found himself trembling too. 'There are many things that could have come in the way of this. Many things that did.' Cami had the audacity to _snigger_. 'But we're finally here and … our future can start. Together.'

'Together,' he echoed her, his voice a gasp.

'Kiss the bride to seal the union,' his father's voice said in a near mutter, almost as if he didn't want to intrude even though the whole allied tribes were watching. Hiccup drew her in with their joined hands, Astrid stepping forward so willingly she nearly trod on his foot, and then he kissed her as they burst out laughing, both their free arms coming around the other, their bound hands pressed tight between them so that each could feel the other's heart pounding through the fabric.

The gathering erupted in cheers, and the couple only had a moment to look at one another fondly.

Because Astrid's hand slipped the ceremonial, loosely knotted rope, kicked his prosthetic out from under him, gathered her skirts and ran off at a sprint, laughing breathlessly. Winded and bruised, he sat up to look behind her as the women cheered her on, and Toothless beside him gave him a questioning look.

'Well, where competition comes in, Astrid gives no quarters,' he told his dragon with a shrug, and then more cheers erupted when Astrid arrived on the other side of the clearing where the banquet tables had remained from the day before, and Hiccup just shrugged and walked after her, ignoring the annoyed glares from some of the men, who were going to have to pour and serve their female companions all through the feast. The Bogs gave him a salute, and he couldn't help laughing as he arrived next to his wife.

His _wife_.

The feast got underway quickly enough, many people still slightly intoxicated from the day before. With whispered words, Hiccup dropped his father's hammer into her lap, enjoying how she flushed at its meaning, and then served her the cup of honey mead, which they shared again, although no one took any notice of this last part of the ceremony but their parents. Stoick, eyes unashamedly moist, welcomed her into the family - as if she hadn't already been an indispensible part of the household for years already - and then Hiccup simply couldn't resist anymore. He put the cup down, cradled her flushed cheeks in his hands and kissed her hard, drawing her into a tight hug once he let her mouth go.

'I love you,' he whispered. A happy laugh left her mouth.

'I love you too, husband.' She said the word with such gladness he thought he'd never need to hear anything else.

'Because these two like to break all traditions!' Bertha suddenly yelled, standing up and bringing Tuff and Cami up by their clothes, 'they are going to have the morning after gift at someone else's wedding!'

'That's Hiccup's fault!'

'Yeah! Don't give her your gift today, lad, so we can drink some more tomorrow!'

There was raucous laughter around them, which they ignored, safe in the bubble of each other's arms as he nosed her hair and she buried her face in his clothing.

'I love you,' she said again, more quietly, more like a murmuring thought than a spoken word.

Hiccup didn't reply. He pressed her ear to his chest, and let the fast beat of his heart be the answer.
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The sky had darkened before they were allowed to leave. The constant ribbing - 'You've already had yer wedding night, lad!' or 'Look at that lass, already with her hands in his hair! Bet she got a head start yesterday!' - had only come in good humour, and for that, he was grateful. By the time their parents stood, walking them towards the Hooligan's chief guest hall, half a dozen people could be seen passed out in every corner, and Hiccup had spied Snotlout holding Lauga's hand and blushing scarlet, which made him smirk.

He'd been very careful not to drink too much, and he'd also noticed that Astrid was nursing her mead beside him, her head resting on his arm as she looked over the feast sprawling around them. Both of them kept exchanging small touches, their fingers never far from a patch of skin, whether it was the back of his hand, her forehead as he brushed her hair away, his neck as she twisted tiny braids at his nape, or her wrist, his fingers pressing delicately into her pulse to feel her heartbeat. He still remembered how she'd kissed his inner wrist yesterday, and the firetrail her lips had left behind. The soft, silken skin of hers, usually covered by her wrist guards, was almost more tempting than her covered flesh.

Hiccup looked at his father in askance when they arrived at the hut, and Stoick just grinned at him, nodding towards the festivities that were still in full swing, lanterns being lit to allow the ravelry to continue. Hiccup smiled gratefully; they'd have the hut to themselves.

The habitual requests of recognition were exchanged by the parents, and then Hiccup reached up, plucking the simple flower crown from her hair. When he put it down on the bedside table, his hands were trembling.

'Goodnight, dears,' Brunhilda said, the last one out the door. She pulled Astrid into a tight hug, stroking her hair which was loose for the last time outside their home. With a look at Hiccup, she sniffed and wiped a tear. 'Do you mind if I steal her from you for a few moments longer?' she asked.

Hiccup couldn't bring himself to refuse, so he just smiled fondly and shook his head.

'Get under the covers, alright?' Astrid whispered before following her mother down the stairs to the main room. 'It's a cold night.' Then she closed the door behind her.

There was a single candle in their bedroom, and Hiccup disrobed by its light without too many problems. Despite the window shut tight, he shivered, following her advice and slipping under the sheets. They had been changed, he realised, and a new fur had been spread over it - probably a gift from one of their parents, one they would keep on their wedding bed for the rest of their lives.

The cold seemed not to touch the party outside, the din continuing and uproarious laughter getting louder and then dimmer in a flow like the tides. His heart beat steadily inside his chest, a part of him still in a daze that … he'd married. He was a husband to the woman he'd loved all his life.

He closed his eyes, resting back and feeling himself falling into a light doze. Today had been exhausting, between the early start and their very exuberant activities from the night before, and he felt his fatigue catching up with him. His muscles were tired, and sore, and it was delicious to rest back on the soft bed, crisp linens silky against his bare chest and naked body.

He frowned suddenly, as his last thought chased another … a fleeting … memory, that was it. He opened his eyes to look at the ceiling, trying to remember, wood boards dancing until it came to him.

He remembered Sepha, sitting beside him as they bathed in a river. He'd still been shy about his body, thinner than he was now, certainly not as tall, freckled skin stretched on a bony frame and puckered around his still-healing scar. She'd laughed at him and splashed him, teasing about something or other …

Sore. He remembered being sore after one too-many nights of 'practice' with her. And she'd replied that if he was sore, he should always realise that his female partner was _more_ so. Sepha had launched into a detailed description of what a woman went through when she bedded a man, and Hiccup only remembered half of it through his fog of sheer mortification. But one thing was standing out in his mind, now. Sepha had been especially adamant that after her first night with her husband as a maid, she'd bled, and been in pain for days. Having a kind husband, she'd said, he'd waited for her, but others weren't so kind.

He frowned, realising that he hadn't even thought of it. Wouldn't have thought of it, if he hadn't remembered this. Astrid had been a maid. She hadn't said a word all day, and he realised he hadn't breached her yesterday - something he knew happened to most warrior women on Berk. But she was still going to be … sore.

He gave a sigh, half resignation, half disappointment. That's what he got for breaking his vow.

The door creaked, and the light from the candle wavered and sputtered out. Astrid gave an annoyed sigh but shut the door and stopped for a few moments to let her eyes adjust. Hiccup blinked, the room coming into focus as the moon beams streamed through the shutters, drawing white lines onto all the things in the room.

A rustle of clothing heralded her steps from the door, and then she stopped on one side of the bed, body barred by moonlight and her face hidden by shadow. She wasn't wearing her wedding gown any longer, but a robe made out of the same burgundy silk that had lined her dress. Hesitantly, she reached for the front lapels and opened it, letting it slide down her arms and to the ground.

His mouth went dry when he saw her dressed in a sheer night gown, nearly transparent even in the thin moonlight. The shadows of her sex and her nipples seeped through the cloth like old wine stains, and her breath was short.

She shivered, slipping under the fur and sheets with him, fingers reaching for his arm and making him shudder at their temperature compared to his warm body. Her equally cold nose rubbed against his shoulder, fringe tickling his collar bone.

'Hi,' she said gingerly peeking at him from beneath her lashes, her eyes almost silver in the dark. He swallowed hard, raising a leg to hide the fact that her sheerly dressed body pressed to his was making a tent in the bedding.

'Hi,' he replied lamely. One of her legs came over his stump, his metal leg absent with some relief tonight, but then she ducked her head, suddenly shy. Ghosting her nose against his shoulder, she kept shooting him furtive glances under her fringe, biting her lip sinfully and sliding her soft inner thigh against his. He swallowed hard again, averting his gaze and scratching his nose.

She chuckled, and when he looked back at her, the sheepish glances were back. Then she hesitated for a second before planting a lingering kiss to his collar bone, and her hand grazed over his chest, stopping to play with the hairs running down the middle of his chest.

'You want...' he asked before he could stop himself, and then bit his lip also. Her eyes seemed unable to look away now, and she nodded silently even as her blush bloomed like a shadow on her cheeks. 'You're sore...'

She did avert her eyes this time, but then she looked up again, and shook her head.

'Come here,' he said, his voice riding the razor edge between plea and command. 'Come here, come here.'

She complied immediately, sliding up his chest and planting her lips against his, her legs wide and hugging his waist. His arms came around her automatically, and whatever she was wearing was as silky as her skin. He grabbed her thigh, jolting up into her dripping wetness, and she flinched.

He paused immediately, worry replacing blinding need. She was biting her lip again, but this time, not in the good way.

'You _are_ sore,' he sighed, worried and upset. 'Why didn't you say so?'

'It's our wedding night,' she said, almost as sadly as she'd asked about her bridal state the previous day. 'And I want you, and you _want _me.' She pushed back against his ready member to make her point, but he caught the light flinch on her face. Smoothing a thumb across her brows, he kissed her face until she looked at him as he slipped out of her.

'Hey … hey, come on...' finally, her eyes rose to his. 'If you were to fall into bed with me every time I wanted you, we'd never get up.' That managed to wring a laugh out of her.

'Feeling's very mutual,' she whispered. Her finger came up to play with his face too, carding through his hair and pushing it off his forehead. '... But it's still our wedding night. Yesterday was … I want to feel that, again.'

He smiled at her, the lovely face of the woman he'd married hovering inches above his. When she didn't smile back, he teasingly rubbed his nose against hers till she did.

'If we're being honest … I'm sore too,' he replied, hoping it made her feel better. Sure, he wouldn't have refused her if she'd said she wanted to make love, but right now, lying back into the soft bed with his wife's body close by sounded just as enticing. Sleep and fatigue were clawing at the edge of his mind, trying to drag him down as the comfort of warmth and soft, sweet-smelling skin was making the entirety of his body relax like lead. She sighed, resting her head into the curve of his neck.

'It's not a good omen, if we'd already rather sleep,' she said, her tone only half-teasing. His hand came up to cup her nape and he dropped a sound kiss on her hairline.

'You kidding me? It's the best omen,' he replied with a chuckle. 'A tiring life well lived, a warm bed to come back to at night.' He prodded her side. 'And a sexy wife who snores.'

She gasped and sat up, looking at him with indignation. 'I do _not_!'

'How would you know?' he challenged. And her face contorted trying to form a reply she didn't have, before she settled to punching his shoulder. He laughed his habitual 'ow', sniggering and snorting when she tried to look at him with mock anger. She followed him into chortles when he didn't stop, dropping to kiss his pulse.

'Wuss,' she garbled into his skin.

'Your wuss,' he replied, and he was transported back several months, to a bed behind a curtain in the main room of his own home, to an apology after their first big quarrel, to the first thrill of fear and excitement he felt as he looked up at her in much the same angle and dared to claim her for the first time. Or rather, brand himself in her name.

Astrid paused too, raising her head to give him a long, considering look. There was fondness, affection … love, there. He kissed her chin and she dropped a peck on his cheek.

'My wuss.' She ran her hand up his arm, the gold band on her finger smooth and warmed by their body heat as it slid on his skin. The thrill up his chest that sucked his breath had nothing to do with arousal.

'Always yours.' He tried to shrug, jostling the both of them. 'I love you,' he finally decided upon.

'I love you too,' and it never failed to make him grin like a fool. Astrid just kissed his mouth tenderly, slowly, and then grinned right back.

'Later?' she asked, a decidedly hopeful note in her voice. He couldn't help a tiny shudder.

'Later,' he confirmed.
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Waking up the following morning in her husband's arms was a novel experience.

It shouldn't have been. They'd been sharing a bed for months now, even venturing to various degrees of physical intimacy from time to time, and yet somehow, it still was the first thing that filtered through her mind when she blinked awake.

Astrid's body was pleasantly rested, and although some muscles were still deliciously sore it was nothing a good morning stretch couldn't get rid of. _Other_ muscles still gave an occasional twinge as she moved within the sheets, but nothing alarming, and certainly nothing near the degree of discomfort she'd experienced the previous day. It had been hard, to admit to him that she was sore, that she couldn't do her duty on her wedding night - but he'd surprised her again. Astrid smiled; honestly, when it came to Hiccup, she should just stop expecting anything and go with whatever his big brain came up with.

He gave a faint snore, and she raised her head to smirk up at him. Ha! She'd tell him who snored once he was awake, cheeky brat. His mouth was hanging open slightly, his lips puffy from sleep. His eyelashes fanned out and his hair fell about in a auborn mess, freckles looking like they were about to rub off onto the sheets. She smiled down at him as she allowed herself to feel the giddiness that was gathering in her chest. She was his _wife_.

Astrid turned around lazily, stretching again languorously like Toothless in the sun. The light coming in through the closed shutters of the window was just a sliver of weak, milky blue colour, and Astrid smiled at it, greeting the newborn day with a rapidly waking mind. They had many things to do today, but she couldn't care less at the moment, her husband's rhythmic breathing beside her, warm side moulded to her own, their legs tangled and entwined. His prosthetic was missing, and she took the chance to turn towards him again, watching his face carefully as her toes fanned against his stump, curling back in to feel their callouses rub against one another. Half rising, she looked at him properly, watching his eyes flit about under his lids, and feeling rather silly, self-consciously fixed her hair into what she hoped was an attractive pile before she moved forward and rubbed her nose against his.

His face twitched immediately, and he gave a sniff and a grunt, his mouth closing with a snap before his lips smacked. Astrid felt even more giddy, and devious, and simply allowed herself to go with her impish mood. She bit the tip of his nose gently, and then stifled a laugh when he snorted, his eyes blinking awake to stare at her owlishly.

'Did you just lick my nose?' he grunted, his voice thick and heavy with sleep. Astrid just burst into giggles, and he grinned back at her, though from his vacant and confused face she knew that he had no idea what was going on.

'You have such a pretty nose, husband,' she murmured back, doing her best to make a straight face and only succeeding in puckering her lips at him. His face broke into a beaming smile at the word, and he retaliated by mouthing her chin, making her shriek and squirm as she tried to get away from him. 'Idiot!' she said without venom, laughing as quietly as possible. She didn't know whether anyone had come back into the house during the night, and even though most of the Berk Folk had stayed on the fleet, or in one of the communal halls built for the occasion, Stoick had every right to come back into the small house built for the chiefing families. Hiccup seemed completely unconcerned with this as he growled loudly, attacking her sides and tearing not a few yelps out of her.

'That's for mocking my nose,' he said, breathless with laughter. 'I'll have you know that it's a nose that's been passed down through the Haddocks for generations.'

'Oh poor our children,' Astrid replied in mock horror, flicking hair out of her face. 'To be destined to have such a thing on their face.'

Hiccup quieted down, simply beaming up at her as she caught her breath and smiled back.

'Maybe they'll have your nose,' he suggested, running a finger down the bridge of it.

'And break traditions? Us?' She scoffed. 'Never!'

'True, we have quite a history of keeping traditions. Like getting engaged when I wasn't even home, adopting Ætta without adopting her...' he started, enumerating his points on his fingers in a show of deliberation.

'Having a wedding night before the wedding,' she chuckled.

'And then getting married the day after Freya's day,' he replied.

'And _not_ having a wedding night on the wedding night,' she shot back. They stopped to look at one another, and neither one seemed to be saddened by any of their missed chances and traditions. She felt her chest swell as he just kept smiling up at her. 'What about,' Astrid went on, her voice quieter. 'A wedding morning, instead?'

Hiccup blinked up at her, his brows twitched down in confusion as his smile fell slowly. He was still fairly groggy, she realised, and so Astrid began running her fingers across his collarbone, becoming unintentionally fascinated with how beautifully it spread across his chest, like the open wings of a dragon.

'But ...' he began, responding to her fingers by rubbing circles into her back. 'Aren't you still sore?'

She paused, assessing her body again. Arching her back and stretching her legs brought an answering twinge deep within her, as it had yesterday morning. This morning though, it was abbreviated, and rather more pleasant than not - like a deep stretch after some good exercise.

'Not a blushing maiden, Hiccup,' she muttered, shaking her head. 'My body's used to hard training.'

'Oh, "hard training", huh? So that's what they're calling it these days?' he replied teasingly. Snorting and slapping his chest, she grabbed his shoulders and tried to roll him on top of her. She frowned at him when he resisted her. 'No, like this,' he replied to her unspoken question. His large warm hands spread against her outer hips and he lifted her half into his lap, Astrid obligingly moving her legs to bracket his once she realised what he had in mind. It was her turn to blink down at him, slightly out of sorts as he looked at her with some of that very enticing confidence. 'This way you'll be able to decide how far in I go.'

Her breath felt short all at once, phantom sensations of their love making overtaking her body and making her mouth dry. Suddenly impatient, his love and consideration making him seem all the more desirable, she sat up, the fur and sheets tumbling off her shoulders as she leaned back into his lap. A sharp flash of electricity raced up her spine as her butt cheeks came in contact with him, already standing at full attention.

She shuddered, and looked down at his expression. His eyes were otherwise occupied, growing wide and inky as he took in her rather scandalous night dress. After helping her out of her wedding gown, her mother had pressed the sheer, flimsy affair into her hands the night before, swearing on high that her new husband would find it just as enticing as her naked skin. The way he was looking in the morning's blue half-light, his hands rising slowly to caress her skin on _top_ of the fabric, seemed to prove her mother right. Again.

Astrid bit her lip when she remembered all the times her mother had been right, no matter how shocking the words coming out of her mouth had been. One such occasion stood starkly in her mind - a cold night in late Autumn, a torch-lit walk in Berk's first snow falling around them, her formidable matriarch asking her how badly she wanted to have sex with Cattongue. Here she was, not two seasons later, his wife and his lover, about to have him again.

The answer, back then, had been _plenty_. Before she'd even known it was Hiccup behind the mask, his manner and kindness had attracted her like flames did a moth, and she'd expected to burn too - she could be honest with herself now. Because his eyes through the mask had made her skin tingle wherever they touched, and grudging admiration, appreciation for his kindness, hadn't been all she felt. She'd wanted him then, too. This kind, lithe-bodied man.

So with a smile, she grabbed his wrists and guided his hands under the sheer night clothes. Hiccup's eyes widened slightly, but he just smiled at her as he caressed her skin gently. She kept smiling at him as his exploring hands lifted the fabric, and then she allowed him to undress her. A single finger caressed the side of her breast, the other bracketing her waist, and then Astrid sat up slightly and reached back, sitting down slowly when he was in position.

She couldn't help the hiss that escaped, and he tried to retreat again, but she wouldn't let him. Squirming her hips made his breath cut off in a gasp and his throat bob violently as he swallowed hard, so she did it again as she took more of him inside her. The delicious fullness of him made her eyes fall closed, her hands splayed on his chest pushing harder to take more of him, his heart bouncing into her palm.

Much to her chagrin, he had been right before; she couldn't take him all, not the way she had the first night. Beyond a certain point, a burning pain would eclipse the pleasure of him, and her tense body gave the discomfort away immediately. Hiccup rubbed her thighs, sitting up slightly and dragging them backwards to rest against the bed's board, his abdominal muscles' clenching a very fetching sight in her eyes as he moved. Even though she was on top, she somehow felt that he was still the one controlling this encounter, the self-assured look in his eyes serving to further the fire in her blood.

He was the expert lover here. He knew what he was doing. For some reason, that turned her on beyond belief. Probably because he was so reserved, possibly because he yielded to her in almost everything else, but that knowing look in his eyes, even as they squinted in pleasure, was enticing. It made her want more of him, and she rested down against his chest, her breast sandwiched between them as she looked up at him, feeling his hands adjust her hips to the new position, his hips rolling up into her gently, his manhood rubbing against her inner walls exquisitely. There was no hurry in their movements, almost no rhythm to their thrusts, just simple sensations - a feeling of joining.

It wasn't long, though, before their bodies began to feel the strain of the peak they wanted to chase, and almost without their permission, the pleasure escalated to a painful need, forcing them to speed up. Astrid tried to control the pace, Hiccup letting her set it, but when she breathlessly called him by his new title, his arms clamped around her, holding her in place while he drove himself into her three times with rapid succession. He reined himself in, apologised, but by now, Astrid's entire body was jelly.

'Do that again,' she begged breathily. 'Don't stop.' Hiccup's stuttered protests about hurting her were cut short by her wail she she slapped her own hips down into him, whatever strain and discomfort there had still been at the beginning of their coital encounter now melted away in the frenzy of _having_. Her inner walls couldn't get him fast enough, her movements getting quicker and quicker as the friction seemed simultaneously too much and not enough. Gasps and groans she didn't even realise she was making escaped her throat to mirror his own, and his breathless, moaned entreaties to keep going, not to stop, begging her and calling her beautiful stroked her skin with fire as surely as his hands did.

One of the hands that had been guiding her waist in their rhythmic motions, trying to relieve some of the strain from her thighs, slid down to cup her arse, and she uttered a loud cry when he pressed her down, his undulating hips rubbing his front to hers. Her sex flashed in a sharp stab of pleasure, almost like a spark, and the feeling of his member rubbing deep inside her, coupled with his large warm hand engulfing her butt and his front searing her sex made her body go taut. Pleasure washed over her in waves, Astrid throwing her head back in abandon and crying out his name as loudly as she could, uncaring of anything but the feeling of him _inside_ her, of her inner walls pressing and clamping down on his hardness and lengthening her orgasm.

He came only a few thrusts later, his pleasure nearly an anticlimax to her own as he limited himself to a wailing hiss, his sweat-glistened body clenching sporadically as she allowed herself to feast her eyes on him. She wanted him like this every day - spent, coming down from the reaches of pleasure with her, still buried deep within her, panting and eyes rolling. This was what she wanted to wake up to every day until she had the strength to do so.

She loved this man, and he loved her. As she let him lift her off him gently, her skin suddenly tender and oversensitive; as she let him curl her into his side, his eyes heavy but shining as he glanced down at her silently, finger running up and down the side of her breast again; as she watched him drift into sleep again, a content, peaceful look on his face, Astrid realised that she was truly happy.

She loved this man, and he loved her. And gods willing, she had the rest of her life to remind him of it every day.

=0=

**They finally be married, then. Indeed they be.**
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Stoick and Brunhilda felt like marauding youths as they giggled at one another. Hacknee, bless his soul, her darling husband, looked a little green. The poor dear; he hadn't really realised what he'd signed up for when Brunhilda had dragged him out of their bunk in the wee hours of the morning, fussing over his clothes and his hair and his ale-breath. He'd enjoyed the pampering, she was sure, but now Brunhilda was also sure that he was regretting it.

It wasn't every day you heard your precious, sweet baby girl orgasm loudly, after all.

As for Stoick and her, they were each gleefully sipping hot nettle tea, sneaking peeks at one another. Stoick's eyes were shining with happiness and a good measure of giddiness, and since she was feeling just like that, she was sure that her face looked much the same.

Their little ones, finally. Brunhilda knew how much Astrid had suffered in the last few months, had caught her daughter looking at herself and thinking and doubting and wondering. And being a mother, and self-appointed maternal figure for her new, dear, son, Brunhilda had also seen the strain on Hiccup, what it cost him to resist and keep his hands to himself. She'd seen his temper grow shorter with everyone but her daughter, and she'd seen him stay out with his dragon brother on longer and longer flights. Finally, their children could breathe again, grow again and allow themselves to live their domestic life fully. They'd been locked in a strange situation - married in all but name, husband and wife unable to seal the deal, maiden girl and barely experienced boy already with a child - and now, they could rest and ease away from that. The vows her daughter had given had nearly broken her heart, and Brunhilda knew in that moment that this surprise wedding had probably saved this relationship. Despite their care and love for one another, the lock down would continue to put strain on them had it not been lifted, and it was very possible, Brunhilda knew, that resentment and unease could soon have followed on its heels.

Not to mention - she gave Stoick a giddy look again, which he answered with a massive grin - they were going to have _grandbabies_!

Not right away of course, not necessarily, but probably soon. Stoick had unashamedly regaled Hacknee and her with the scene he'd walked in on that Freya's Day afternoon, and both Hoffersons, living in a crowded hall, had been a part of that situation often enough to see the hilarity of it right away. The description of the mortification on their children's faces had clinched it, and they'd been drunk and laughing at the young lovers' expense late into the night. The truth of the matter was, however, that even though none of them knew for sure, it was still probable that her little girl had not been a maid when she walked up to her future husband yesterday morning. That they'd probably had an encore on their actual wedding night. And that quite obviously, the wee hours of the morning had made them look very fetching to one another, because Astrid had wailed his name for a full half hour before she near screamed it - and not to be outdone, her new husband hadn't exactly been quiet either. Both probably thought that they were still alone in the house - Brunhilda was so going to enjoy making her daughter die of mortification the first washday they shared after the honey moon.

If Brunhilda was lucky, she could point at her daughter's belly and wonder whether she'd heard that bairne she was carrying come to fruit. She could bet a month's revenue from her sewing that her daughter's very eyebrows would go red.

'Well, who's going up there?' Hacknee asked gruffly. 'It sure as Hel's breath ain't me.'

Brunhilda snorted into her tea, Stoick actually choking and covering his dripping mouth as both of them made the mistake of looking at one another after her husband's brave announcement. It was some moments before they could compose themselves. Hacknee looked even more sulky, and that only made Brunhilda want to laugh more.

'Well, we're a wee bit early anyway,' Brunhilda said, her voice still wavering as it wanted to break into chuckles again. 'We can afford to give them a half-hour. Hide the mugs and all too - don't want them to guess we were here for that. They'd be too done up about it to concentrate on the gifting. Astrid may not have had her Dream yet.' The Hofferson matriarch shrugged. 'Let's give them a half hour.'

'Agreed,' Stoick said with a nod, his eyes never falling out of their fond, happy twinkle. 'And well … Brunhilda, Hacknee. You see, I ...'

Brunhilda smiled at the man fondly. She remembered Val, talking to her in enamoured exasperation about how getting something tender out of her shy Stoick was like prying a tooth out of an unwilling man's mouth. Brunhilda couldn't compare, because her husband spoke his mind with insistent alacrity, the good and the bad - Astrid had taken after him there - but Brunhilda could suddenly see Hiccup in his father so clearly it hurt. Oh, Val - she would have been so proud of their children. They'd made fanciful plans and dreams and laughed about them over their laundry. Who would have thought, even with all the circumstances against it, that they would come true? Brunhilda was sure that this was partly Val's doing, up in Valhalla.

'What is it?' she told her chief kindly. He put his mug down and wrung his hands. He had the audacity to blush. Brunhilda could certainly see the appeal this gentle giant had had on her best friend.

'Well, I don't want to sound … facetious. And I know that Astrid's been a part of tha' family for years by now. But I swear she'll be well taken care of. And I want to … thank you both. For allowing this and … well, my son is happy.'

Brunhilda couldn't help the smile on her face growing bigger. She exchanged a look with her husband, who seemed to have recovered enough to give a shallow snort and a teasing glance her way.

'Our daughter is happy too,' Brunhilda replied. 'If we're honest, she couldn't have done better than that boy if she'd tried.'

'Aye,' Hacknee grunted into his mug of tea.

'I'm just … well, I'm glad.' Stoick said with a nod.

'Aye, us too,' she sighed in reply, watching her chief sit back straighter, more comfortable now that this whole 'feelings' issue had been put out of the way. Men made her laugh; they were such easy creatures to read, and then they were surprised when women simply ran circles around them.

The half-hour passed relatively quickly, the parents discussing their plans for the near and far future in hushed voices as Brunhilda kept a sharp eye on the light coming in through the shutters. Spring weddings were best, because there was time for building the new wings of the house Stoick was planning to add - a Nursery, to start with - and then there were all the weeks of the honey moon, and Brunhilda kindly offered a bed in her own home - though poor Stoick could hardly be less exposed there with all the people in it - which he tactfully refused as he had already made plans to stay with the old blacksmith, and take Ætta with him.

Brunhilda had guiltily allowed the young newlyweds to sleep nearly an hour more before she sighed and stood. Both men took it as a signal and followed her standing, moving out of her way as she rinsed the mugs as silently as possible and hid them in the pantry behind a dish rag, then she took up a bundle she'd prepared. The men grinned at one another, and Brunhilda held a finger to her lips in extra warning before she mounted the stairs as quietly as her girth allowed her.

The door was thankfully well oiled, and she peeked in cautiously. Thin sunlight was filtering through the window shutters, and the couple on the bed was fast asleep. Brunhilda stopped for a moment, letting herself soak in the scene and feel the happiness of it. Her daughter and new husband were entwined in sleep, covers thrown carelessly about them and barely covering anything. Suppressing a smirk, Brunhilda made a note to tease her daughter (and possibly her new son, at a later date) on how lucky she was with this one- no wonder she hadn't been able to keep quiet. But Hiccup was turned towards Astrid, his body in an awkward position as he was simultaneously acting as his wife's pillow and trying to curl around her. Astrid was shivering slightly, but deeply asleep, head on his chest, hands lazily curled around his biceps and one of her legs thrown over his lap. Evidence of their wedding night was everywhere, and Brunhilda sighed in wistful happiness. Wishing to spare them, she took the discarded silk night-robe from the foot of the bed, covering them to the shoulder and letting it settle for a moment before reaching down again to shake her daugher awake.

Astrid's hair was all agog, and her groggy, sleep-swollen eyes took a moment to focus on the room and the reason why she'd been woken. Once her eyes landed on her mother, they widened and flitted behind her in alarm. It took Brunhilda a second to realise that their awakening the previous morning had been much the same - only noisier and more crowded.

'It's time for the Gift, dear,' she murmured gently. Astrid settled down, blinking some more as she turned to look at her still-sleeping husband, movements slow with the calm of morning and sleep still clinging to her limbs.

'Wake him up,' she said gently, unable to resist the urge to card her hand through her daughter's tumbled hair as she yawned. Oh, the sweet stab of pain in her heart as she remembered her sweet little girl, like it was yesterday, only seven summers old and waking up gently in this way, hair awry and yawns wide open. Here she was now, a bride and beautiful. 'I'll ready the small bath downstairs, dear. Your father, Stoick and I are in the main room of the hall, and you two should come down soon. You have to bathe, and then I'll help with your hair and-'

An unexpected wave of emotion hit her, and she dabbed at her eyes. Astrid instantly moved to hug her, though she stopped when the silk descended precariously down their bodies. Hiccup began to stir.

'Don't worry, dear,' Brunhilda said tearfully. 'It's just your old mother being a nelly-head. Now wake your husband and come down. I've prepared your clothes, but don't wear them before you bathe, darling.' She dropped her bundle and extracted a pair of well woven trousers, dropping the folded garment beside them on the bed. 'You wear your robe, dear, and help him into these here linens. Come downstairs soon as you can; I've let you sleep in a little, but you know how drunk Vikings get.'

Hiccup's eyes blinked open; he looked around, and Brunhilda took that as her cue to make herself scarce. With a gentle smile and a caress to her new son's head she could not contain lest she die, she retreated to the main room with the men, quickly preparing the bath with some terrible terrors' help.

It was some minutes before they descended, as Brunhilda had suspected. She didn't know whether any other intimacies had been exchanged, but they had been tired enough to account for their slowness at any rate. The men both boisterously congratulated the couple, Astrid being uncharacteristically shy as she hid her blushing face in Hiccup's chest. After allowing the men to have their fun (and kicking her husband for almost mentioning the fact that they'd been present for at least _one_ encounter), Brunhilda intervened again, herding the youths into the room with the tiny tub of already lukewarm water.

The temperature of the water probably accounted for their abbreviated stay in the bathing room, if not the parent's presences right next door, and Hiccup exited first, dressed in the clothes she'd prepared for him and looking mighty handsome for it. He still seemed mellowed and sheepish, both men's loud, good-humoured jibes doing nothing for the colour on his cheeks, but the beaming smile he shot her as they dragged him out made her heart skip.

Brunhilda waited a moment before she moved towards the tiny enclosure that contained the bath. Astrid was still in the water when she peeked through the curtain, absently staring at the water as she ran a finger along the surface, making ripples.

'Dear one, may I come in?' she asked, somehow feeling that she was intruding, even though she knew very well that time was short and that it was her right and duty to sit by her daughter's hair this morn.

Astrid made a noncommittal hum, not looking up from her fingers as they kept splashing the water around, and Brunhilda decided to take it as ascent. Her daughter was obviously puzzling something out, and her mother simply knew she needed the time and space to think of it before she turned to someone else. Taking a soap and brush, she quickly built a lather, kneading it into daughter's ample amount of hair before she rinsed. It was while she worked in the egg yolks, kindly provided by the Bog women, with her old belt-comb that Astrid finally spoke.

'Is it …' she began, and stopped. Brunhilda breathed not a word, and kept combing. 'Is it normal to feel like this?'

'How is it, dear?' she asked, keeping her tone neutral.

'I don't know … calm?' she replied. 'Happy. But more.'

Brunhilda smiled, pausing only momentarily as she reached the ends of a particular lock, before taking up another.

'Well, part of that's the fatigue,' she said gamely, and pretended not to see Astrid's ears going red. 'But otherwise … yes. You see, you're luckier than some of us, being already full in love with your husband when you reached the wedding bed. But I did feel what you seem to be saying, after it happened to us; your dad and I. It's somewhat like … after a storm, and the birds are all out a'chirping.'

'Sort of,' Astrid sighed, looking at the ceiling. Brunhilda smiled, rinsing the egg and honey mixture out of her daughter's hair with clean, hot water she took off the small stove in the bathing room. Brunhilda gave her daughter's head a pat once she was done, and helped her out of the tub. Her hair was rubbed vigorously in a scented towel and oils while Astrid pat herself dry, and once the young woman had slipped her undergarments on, they moved into the next room to sit by the fire's warmth and light. Strand by strand, her daughter's hair twined into sun-shaded simple plaits. The hair around her face became a long braid, wrapped all around her head, and then up went the plaits into a knotted bun.

Out of her bosom, Brunhilda brought out a carved hair stick made out of translucent, polished boar-horn in the shape of an axe, pushing into the knot to hold it firm. And then finally, out of a box wrapped in linen, she brought out her daughter's wedding gift from the Hofferson clan; a comb made out of shell with three long prongs, which she slid into the side of the plait bun. The comb head had been commissioned - the waves of colours in the cut squares gave way to an abony figure at the top that formed a night fury, a design matching her husband's shield.

'Come now,' she said, once again trying her best to contain the tears as her daughter stood, and she got a good look at the woman she had become. 'Let's get you dressed.'

The dress was simple, almost alarmingly so when compared to the previous day's extravagant brocade. Astrid's slightly stiff moments however told her it had been a good idea to go with a simple linen underdress in pale blue, covered in a warm woolen fare in dark grey trimmed in what was left of her white fur. Impishly, Brunhilda brought out a deep red belt, and her daughter smiled at it - the belt buckle had the same insignia of a curled up night fury her husband seemed to have taken as his own sigil, and Astrid gave no complaint at being branded, even though she didn't yet know about the comb in her hair. Hiccup had come down sporting three braids that morning, and Brunhilda knew very well what the third one meant.

Oh, she _did_ wish Val could have been here, so much.

'I love him,' her daughter said suddenly, making an announcement to the room in a strong but quiet voice. 'I love him so much it's almost frightening at times.'

'Aye,' Brunhilda sighed, finally giving in to the tears. She hugged her daughter to hide her damp eyes. 'He loves you the same.'

'I know.' Astrid voice was still the same quiet, steady timber, her tone nonetheless filled with a sort of astonishment. 'I wonder how he stood it, for so long.'

'With the gods' help,' Brunhilda replied smartly, letting her daughter go and then straightening her clothes. 'You heard as best as anyone who he sacrificed to at the wedding.'

A smile broke out on Astrid's face, then. She didn't reply, instead fingering her hair and changing the subject.

'My forehead and neck feel so bare,' she said, light-hearted.

'You'll get used to it,' Brunhilda advised, pulling the front door open.

'I'm sure I will,' she replied with a laugh, stepping into the morning sun.
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Stoick realised that Hiccup was probably annoyed with him by now, but if he was, his son was patient and kind enough to let him at it. Still, he was beginning to annoy _himself_ by the time he'd rearranged his son's fur vest for the fifth time. Three braids stuck proudly out of his son's hair, whereas he usually sported two at the hands of his promised - _wife_, now. Well, well; it would take some getting used to, and then none at all.

Cheers preceded the arrival of the new bride, who arrived escorted by her mother, Bertha and Cami. The Bog heir was dressed finely, her usually wild hair only _slightly_ less disarrayed, as the Bog women didn't care to gather their hair in marriage unless it was in a simple plait down their backs. Stoick saw Hiccup straighten beside him from the tail of his eye, and he looked down to find his son grinning widely, his eyes alight and his hands fidgeting.

Oh Val, their boy was a man now. A good one, with a good wife beside him. Soon, more and more little feet would begin to pitter-patter across the floors of their hall. Ah, if only he thought of last Summer, even last Autumn, where he used to walk up to his door and think that he'd be the last Haddock to cast a shadow upon it…

Those were thoughts for another time and day. Hiccup eagerly reached an arm out, which Astrid took. Her husband pulled her in for a kiss, much to the enjoyment of the crowd, who lapped it up (and where there a few young Bog girls _crying_?) with cheers and cheeky jibes. Once they'd separated, the Goethi tapped Hiccup's shoulder gently, and he stepped back obligingly as the old wizened woman turned to stare at Astrid, waving her down to her level. Astrid obediently knelt, and the Goethi said a few prayers over her before rubbing oil onto the shining buckle of her belt, over her womb. Stoick noticed Astrid blushing, but her face was not reluctant as she looked down at the smudged mark.

Then Goethi stepped back, rattled her staff and pointed it at Astrid. It was a clear sign to those upon Berk who had grown used to the old lady's silent ways, and Astrid rose, biting her lip. The people around them went quiet, and Astrid began.

'I was in a glade, I was alone. There was the sun, there were flowers and it was beautiful.' She stopped and bit her lip again, squinting her eyes. 'Then a cloud appeared on the horizon, and it kept growing until it blotted out the whole sky. It was dark for a while, and then cold. But then I wasn't cold anymore, because ...' She looked up and smirked at her husband. 'My battle axe appeared beside me.'

The crowd laughed uproariously. Hiccup looked utterly diverted. Astrid continued. 'The flowers began glowing like fireflies, and the sky began glowing like the Winter Lights. It became warm and beautiful, and four dragons began to chase some of the lights. There was a brown fur cloak around my shoulders, I realised that it'd been there all along, but my mother woke me before I could turn around to see who put it there.'

A chorus of boos and slight murmuring ensued as the crowd began their own individual attempt at deciphering the bride's dream. Stoick wrung his hands as he waited, Hiccup beside him looking like he was holding his breath as the Goethi allowed it. Goethi Helmda, the wize crone of the Bogs, was also present, standing off to the side, and their own Goethi turned towards her, tilting her head. Helmda nodded her head slowly - how women did that with just a look Stoick would never know.

Brunhilda moved forward once the Goethi began to scribble into the clay under their feet.

'They will have a fruitful, happy marriage.' The crowd cheered, but Brunhilda's face fell soon after. 'But a hard life.' She sighed, her tone resigned. 'Hardly unexpected for a Chief.'

'Aye,' Bertha said, slapping Stoick on the shoulder. 'Shit's thrown our way the whole time.'

'But you will live through it to see beautiful times again. Husband and wife will fight side by side to preserve all that which is beautiful.' Brunhilda squinted at the writing. 'And … they are to have four children!'

Definite cheering this time. Astrid blushed and chuckled self-consciously, side-stepping the Goethi to reach for Hiccup. They embraced - that is, until Thuggory punched him hard in the shoulder, which Astrid retaliated to by clipping him in the jaw. The crowd exploded into even more noise, mirth rising and falling uproariously. Stoick spied Sigríðr pointing her thumb at Astrid and shaking her head at her son, and Snotlout was trying to look like he wasn't blushing at all while a red-headed girl beside him looked on with interest. He'd have to ask Spitelout what the story behind that was later.

The crowd quieted again when Hiccup held up a hand, slightly hesitant still. Hmm, Stoick would have to teach him how to address people, how to hold his shoulders back and never falter. Again, thoughts for another day. Hiccup turned towards him, and Stoick nodded, handing him what he needed. His boy took a deep breath and then let it out, and Astrid bit her lip and nodded at him encouragingly. That seemed to bolster him.

'Present your Gifts, Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the third, and may it be pleasing to your wife and to the gods,' Stoick said, a wide grin almost distorting his words.

'Well, um … this is the first part,' his son started, holding out a silk bag shut tight with a drawstring at the top. Astrid took it from him, unraveling it curiously and then her eyes went wide. She fished out a golden necklace, sky blue and milk white gems flashing as they caught the light. Astrid stared at it open mouthed for a moment before turning towards his son, dumbfounded.

'Let me help,' Brunhilda interjected instantly, and she took the necklace and fastened it to her daughter's throat. It rested in a circlet against her collarbone, golden chains dropping down her front in short droplets with different coloured gems of blue and moonstone hanging at each end to form a V down her breast. Astrid was still staring at Hiccup like he'd grown a second head - and Stoick would have dearly liked to know where his son had been hiding that particular treasure.

'Um, the second part-'

'Hiccup,' Astrid began in protest, but Hiccup pressed on. This part, Stoick was familiar with.

'Here are the keys to the Haddock house,' Hiccup said seriously. 'To the pantry. To the kitchen trunk. To … to your dowry.' He handed her a chain with four keys, one huge, the other three relatively tiny; a silver comb, knife and ear stick hung alongside them, a useful and traditional adornment. Stoick smiled, so very glad for her to have them. Astrid had been using Stoick's own copies in the years she'd lived with them, and it was only right that she have her own, as the wife and matriarch of the Haddock house, now. 'And this,' he gave her a roll of parchment, sealed shut with a curled night fury - a sigil Hiccup had accepted when his father had presented it to him. Once he was chief, it would be his individual mark. 'Um … this is … You see, the island I lived on wasn't charted. It was close to Berk, but no one that we knew had ever gone there 'cos of the squalls and fog, so … well, I charted it. And it's yours.' He pressed the roll of parchment into her nerveless fingers.

'You gave me your _island_?' she asked, voice high and disconcerted. 'But ...'

'There's not much on it, right now, I know. Just a dingy hut, lots of trees and … well, that's it really. But it's mine, since I lived on it first, and it's yours now. It can be whatever you want it to be.'

Astrid blinked down at the paper, the deed, and one corner of her mouth curled upwards when she opened it.

'You didn't name it?' she asked quietly. The people around them had gone silent. Hiccup seemed slightly agitated now, and he threw his hands around and shrugged his shoulders while he answered her.

'I think we've already established that I'm not good at that sort of thing? So I left it to you.'

'You named that island _Itchy Armpit_, Hiccup,' she said in exasperation, but her face broke into a smile as she held the deed close to her, and many people chuckled. 'I think my opinion is justified.' She paused for a moment while the people around them laughed and chattered, peering over one another's heads to try to get a glimpse of her necklace. '"Hero's Rest", then,' she said. Hiccup blinked at her, and she just smiled.

'Right, um, for the next part of the Gift-'

'Hiccup, that's really too much,' she said gently, and he just shook his head.

'Just tell me this; how quickly can you pack?'

Astrid blinked at him as he smirked. Stoick also suddenly felt blindsided. What on earth had his son been planning?
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His answer, it turned out, was 'not quickly at all.' Hiccup sighed as he looked on at the still-feasting Vikings, fist fights and arm wrestling contests and drinking contests and singing, (bad singing), breaking out in odd pockets of the large populous glen. Almost all of the tribe heirs had been sitting beside him until a few moments ago, but now even Thuggory and Heather were out dancing, Cami and Tuffnut breaking out of line and moving along the music by themselves more often than not. Hiccup spied Snotlout spinning a very pretty young lady around - Lauga, wasn't it? - and Fishlegs was suffering Ruffnut's feet squashing his every five steps, but he seemed content enough to take the pain. His dad was out there with Ætta again, the little girl's feet on his father's as she held on to one of his fingers in each of her hands, and he stooped down, swaying and stepping with the music much to her delight.

It was a happy time, and he basked in it. The sun was warm and the flowers were everywhere. Food was abundant, and people were happy - happy for him, and her, and Cami and Tuff, and it just felt good. Still, he sighed as he took another gulp of mead. He wished his answer could have been 'quickly'. Brunhilda had put a bit of a veto on his plans - at least for the next two days or so, until - as she called it - she could get used to her dear girl being a wife. Hiccup found it a bit annoying, and at the same time endearing.

Then Tuff and Cami had insinuated themselves into his plans. Dogsbreath too, and Snotlout had decided to come along, his nightmare Vargsong now old enough and large enough to carry him, though juvenile and still rather flighty and uncontrolled. Thuggory had been about to pass, on account of Heather, but she'd all but thrown him on his dragon and threatened to kill him if he stayed, and then Ruffnut had declared she'd be damned if her brother got to go out there and she didn't, so she'd volunteered her husband for the journey whether Fishlegs liked it or not, in that typical twin-logic Ruff and Tuff possessed that only they understood. Hiccup sighed in resignation - there went his plans, the way of the ants once the rain came.

Still, it wouldn't be too bad. He hoped that the others would understand that they were intruding upon _his_ plans for their honey moon - a good, long getaway, an adventure, the fulfillment of a promise he'd made her ages ago. He was taking her to the Great Beyond, and they had an entire moon to do as they pleased. He had a few ideas…

His (not so innocent) musing was interrupted suddenly when a number of people sat down en-mass around him. He looked up with a start and found himself surrounded but burly blond men. Hiccup swallowed as he realised that they were Astrid's numerous older brothers.

Trying to peer around boulder-like muscles, he counted six men, and swallowed harder. Holy Thor's britches, they were all present to the count.

'Well Hiccup,' one of them said gruffly, slapping him on the back so hard he thought his lungs would hop straight out of his rattle ribcage. 'Welcome to the fam'ly.'

'Aye,' another one of the men said. They were all very close in looks, blue eyed and fair, red faced - probably with more than enough mead and ale in their blood - with high brows and cheeks. It couldn't be said that the Hoffersons were ugly, even the men cutting the line between handsome and beautiful by a fine hair. Hiccup felt significantly cowed, taking a peek down at his twiggy arms and catching a glimpse of his ordinary red and brown hair.

'... thanks,' he started, trying to sit on his hands so he didn't scratch his neck. He really didn't want to look sheepish in front of them. He needed to look the part of the capable husband. At least Hacknee wasn't there; he'd already passed out on a table, somewhere.

'No, really lad. We're all married folk here.' A chorus of 'Aye's went up, many golden heads nodded with beards bobbing up and down. 'We all know what the women folk are like. And you're marrying our young bonny lass.'

'I know,' Hiccup said promptly. 'I swear I'll take good care of her.'

'Oh we've no doubt of that!' what looked like the eldest laughed. Oh Frigga, _how_ could he not remember their names? Sure, the youngest was at least six years his senior, but he was in love with their sister, for Odin's sake. He could have made an _effort_.

'Oh aye, ye already treat her like the ground she walks on's sacred,' another one said, a tad snidely. The twins - at least he knew two of them were twins - snickered simultaneously.

'What we mean to tell you, lad, is that you're our little brother now.' The older one said again.

'Aye,' the others answered in an eerie sort of chorus.

'You're doing us two good turns you are. You took the poor little bairne Ætta in after our own Neckbeard died, and now you're taking that hound from Hel off our hands. I don't know how you do it, handlin' her as you do, and giving her gifts like that there necklace and more weapons - more weapons! We were wrong about you being a weak-kneed sort of boy all 'round, at any rate.'

Hiccup gawped. 'Hang on...'

'So it's only fair we return the favour,' one of the twins continued. His brothers all nodded. 'If you ever want to get 'way, or you need a human shield, come to our hall. We'll get the drougr of a sister we've got off yer back; for a few hours at least.'

'Aye, we'll protect ye, little brother.' The older one pat him on the back again, rattling teeth and bones and leaving him utterly bewildered. Hiccup looked at them in lost confusion, completely unable to process what had just happened. Hadn't they come to warn him, on pain of death, that he had better take care of Astrid or they'd skin him alive and make him wear a salted coat? Hadn't they come to threaten to feed him his balls for breakfast if he made her cry?

They'd offered to protect _him_? He … he wasn't sure whether to be affronted - this was Hiccup all over again; Hiccup the silly boy, Hiccup the useless little twig, Hiccup the weak - but really, it felt too surreal. Coupled with the scenes he'd witnessed in that mad and overcrowded hall last Snoggletog, some of the strange things Astrid said and did (he still couldn't, for the life of him, figure out how she could say that she was both turned on and unaffected by his naked body) he came to a simple conclusion: the Hoffersons were weird.

'What's this now?' Brunhilda's voice rang out. She stood, arms akimbo, frowning at them all. The mountains of muscle and fair flesh cringed as one, wilting as they tried to melt into the bench they sat on and disappear. 'Go importune someone else! I have a new favourite son now, and it isn't any of you nonny-heads!' The men around him looked at one another, and there was an odd sort of relief on their faces.

'You've done us another'ne!' The man closest to him whispered. 'Astrid's taken after ma' alright, and if _you're_ her favourite now, you'll be takin' the full brunt of th' Hofferson women all on yer shoulders. There's our lad.' Another slap met his back - he was going to get callouses on his shoulder blades if this carried on. 'Well, we're off, before she kills us all.'

They rose, almost simultaneously, and walked off , throwing invitations to come drink with them and come fish with them over their shoulders.

'Well, I ...' Brunhilda was red in the face and huffing, and Hiccup was in a quandary as to whether she'd heard what one of her sons (what was their _name_) had said - and whether he should just run. 'Those scoundrels, indeed. Don't you mind them, dear,' she continued, turning towards Hiccup and her tone and demeanor changed in an instant. 'They're just being the spiney bunch of ungrateful Viking heads I raised.' She winked, then, patting his head affectionately. 'My girl's on her way, dear.'

She gave his cheek another pat, and then made to move on.

'Oh, and Hiccup?' she said, turning to smile over her shoulders. He nodded and smiled back at her. 'Hurt my little girl, and I'll cull your balls and make you wear them as a necklace.'

A cold shudder when down his back as Brunhilda kept smiling at him, gave him a hearty nod and chuckle, and kept moving. He felt like someone had just walked on his grave.

'What's with that face?'

Astrid's voice floated towards him as she sat beside him, then she seemed to think better of it and moved to his lap. Hiccup couldn't help feeling momentarily flustered to have a lap-full of Astrid, but it was only a momentary cloud - it was soon replaced with a smug feeling of having a lap-full of Astrid.

She seemed to sense his feelings (or they were more likely written across his face) because she gave his shoulder a light slap, then she chuckled.

'So what did mother want?' she asked, her fingers playing with is jaw as her face came invitingly closer.

'Oh, you know, just the usual,' he shrugged. Astrid's brow curled questioningly. 'Welcoming me into the family and all that.'

'Aha,' she said, nodding her head in a way that told him she wasn't had at all. 'Well, I think I can do a much better job in welcoming you.' She kissed him. He didn't have any complaints after that. Holding her close, he made it a point to beware of any female Hofferson, ever. If he was to have any daughters, he was going to be in a great deal of trouble.

Astrid's warm hand slipped under his collar, and his thoughts didn't wander any further.
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Here are the real-life links of the hair ornaments Astrid wears. There isn't, of course, one with a night fury on it, but there are examples with mother of pearl as I had envisioned it. As this website does not allow links, please look for the following items on ebay:

Hair ornament, Axe: MULTICOLOR-BUFFALO-HORN-BATTLE-WAR-AXE-HAIR-STICK-HAIRSTICK-HANDMADE-ACCESSORY (I have actually purchased this. This is amazing for any of you Astrid Cosplayers).

Shell hair ornaments: 2-black-lip-shell-hair-stick-hairstick-pins-findings-beadable

You should be able to find these examples by copy-pasting into the search bar.
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**Well then, here it is, the penultimate chapter. Only one more chapter to go, then an epilogue, and this saga will be over, for better or for worse. Hard to believe, but it is true.**

**For those who are curious, yes, I had originally decided on every one of Astrid's brothers' names, but then Hiccup couldn't remember them, and I found his panic too amusing to pass up. As it is, they are all written on a list in my diary, and you readers can make names up for them in your head to your hearts' content.**

**Published on Sunday 10****th**** May 2015**


	11. Other Plans

**Warning**: Very long chapter containing honeymoon type adult situations.

* * *
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_**Meeting at **__**Iðavöllr**_

* * *

><p>11. Other Plans<p>

'Are you _sure_ you know what you're doing?'

Hiccup paused as he trussed up a bag to a wriggling, excited night fury to look up at his cousin, who was leaning against the door jamb to the Haddock stables, arms crossed and face in an interesting and perturbed expression. For all his bluster, Snotlout was remarkably conventional and conservative at heart. While he'd taken up the idea of an adventure gamely enough, Hiccup knew that Snotlout was probably at least partially uncomfortable with the change to tradition he'd once again decided to undergo. Honey months were usually indoor affairs, where the newlyweds went unseen for weeks on end and everyone passed by their house wolf-whistling and cat-calling teasingly. The notion of taking to the road, whisking away his new bride, forsaking the comfortable wool and rush beds and cozy houses for tents and hard ground, possibly didn't sit well with him.

All the same, Astrid's excited face had washed away any doubt Hiccup had had. And while Snotlout had opted to crash _his_ honey moon (and Cami and Tuff's, who'd decided to come along because it sounded crazy, which suited them just fine), he would probably decide to forgo adventure and keep close to home when his time came.

Hiccup chuckled, standing to slap his cousin's shoulders gamely.

'I can assure you that I do. And if you'll listen to me, you'll get that _mundr_ a great deal sooner than you're planning. And the morning gift.'

Snotlout had the decency to blush, and Hiccup just laughed heartily. 'Oh shut up.'

'Don't worry too much, you're not the only one who's coming with this thought in mind, I'll bet,' Hiccup winked. 'Fishlegs is coming because Ruff made him, and Thug's with us mostly to learn the route for trade. But Dogsbreath may _say_ he's only coming with us to learn where the markets are too; if he doesn't start leaning towards the jewellery stalls, and trying to make a profit out of haggling our goods, I'll be very surprise.' Snotlout gave him a confused look. 'He has his own pair of legs to chase,' he shared with a wink.

Snotlout harrumphed, rolling his shoulders uncomfortably. Hiccup kept another laugh in. Toothless, still wriggling excitedly at the prospect of their long time in the air, nudged his head against his rider's side and Hiccup nearly toppled over.

'Easy there, bud. I really hope you've settled your children before we go.' The dragon gave him the most eloquent look of disdain ever known to mankind. 'Oh alright, alright. We both know that Fireworm's agreed to take over the watching for the month. But it never hurts to check.' Another heatbutt punished the presumptuous rider, and Hiccup moved out of the stables to go into the house with a wave to them both.

Astrid was dressed in her most hardy clothes, fighting attire made for all weather and conditions; fur, spiked skirt, wrapped wool top in green and brown fur, the Haddock family colours that she could now wear openly. He took a moment to admire her, slightly bent over her packs, stuffing some last thing or other down the opening of the cloth bag vigorously. Very vigorously. Mmm.

'You can _stop_ that,' she told him archly, but the corner of her mouth was wiggling upwards, and Hiccup decided to play along.

'Humph, already tired of me,' he pouted, resting his back against the door and folding his arms. His little wiley wife had the audacity to stretch, popping her back and flicking some stray escapee hairs out of her eyes. The minx.

'I'm _tired_ alright,' she sighed, and Hiccup was immediately contrite. The day after her Gift was presented, they'd bundled up and flown to Berk, followed by Brunhilda and a few others hitching a ride. All the party that was to leave for Hiccup's Great Adventure had either come with or gone to their own islands, with instructions to meet in three days' time on Hero's Rest. Hiccup planned to be there _just_ a tad early - this was his honey moon gosh dangit, and he'd have privacy with his wife if he had to murder someone for it.

Still, the hurry had put a bit of a strain on them all, particularly Astrid, who liked things to be just-so. And then of course, they barely got any rest at night, what with … well.

He moved forward quietly, slipping his fingers under her pauldrons and rubbing at her shoulders.

'Oh come on,' she groaned, melting into his touch as soon as his finger pads dug in. 'I'll never get anything done if you start that again.'

He grinned, and even though he felt a twinge at the tacit unwillingness, he still kissed her braided crown and dug his fingers in deeper. 'Not planning to start anything,' he said, pretending to be more hurt than he was. 'Just pampering my wife, is all.'

'Hmm,' she replied, sighing and sinking fully against him. 'I approve of that.' A smug smile stretched Hiccup's face, and he kissed her neck. 'Not starting anything, huh? Your left foot you aren't.'

Trying to stifle a laugh, he complied and moved away, her frustrated groan letting him scratch himself a point on their mental score board. While they'd never _said_ there was a competition going to see which one could bring the other to their knees first, Astrid made everything a competition. This particular one was a contest Hiccup didn't mind too much.

'Can I help with anything? You said you were done last night,' he went on, pretending to be oblivious to the wooly eye his wife was now giving him for taking his hands off her.

'Yes, I was,' she huffed. 'But then I remembered I need to pack Ætta's favourite things for her stay with Mum, and leave Stoick at least a _few_ ready provisions for a quick snack. I know mother Kalvinson has agreed to provide the chief with meals while he's at Gobber's, but it doesn't feel right to me, letting another woman to it all when I _just_ got the keys. And then the house is going to be shut up, for a moon or longer, and devastating Winter may have passed, but Spring really likes to pour rain on our heads, and if there's a leak-'

Hiccup stepped in behind her and hugged her hard. She stiffened for a moment, startled out of her train of thought, then sighed as she relaxed back against him.

'Calm down, mother Haddock,' he said, his voice soothing, but teasing. 'Berk won't stop functioning when you're gone.' He got an elbow to the gut for that, but he'd been expecting it. Thank Thor for his armour. 'The house won't be completely shut up now that we're going off on our journey.' Her eyes lit up, and his heart picked up automatically at her beautiful face animated with happiness. He tried his best to calm down. 'Dad will be staying equal parts here and at Gobber's - in fact, we may very well find Gobber passed out near the fire pit when we come back.'

Astrid snorted. 'I'll have to let the fireworms in to burn the house if he stays here more than usual. All the ticks and fleas on the island will move in.'

'We'll just blame a rogue dragon and watch it all burn,' Hiccup snorted into her hair. Astrid chuckled, resting fully against him for the second time since he walked in.

'I love you,' she murmured quietly. It never failed to send a bolt to his heart, and he held her tighter. 'Call me that again?'

'What?' he asked, slightly confused.

'You know … my new name.'

Hiccup smiled. 'You mean mother Haddock?' It admittedly did have a nice ring to it. 'Never thought you'd want to feel old.'

'Master Haddock shouldn't speak, not when the current Haddock chief has been talking of another Haddock chief soon...' she teased back. He groaned and hid his face into her neck.

'Nooo,' he moaned, moving away from her again. 'Way to ruin the mood.' He reached under the bed, taking out a few books of mythical tales he had written, illustrated and bound for Ætta. Dropping them into the already near-bursting bag destined towards the little girl's stay at her old hall, he leaned against the kitchen table. 'She's going to be so cross at us.'

'She is,' Astrid replied with a forlorn sigh. He was beginning to understand why widows and widowers had such a hard time remarrying, with the children that came before carving a place in their hearts so deeply. 'Especially because she's going to have to share a bed again.'

'Oh no,' Hiccup said, laughing helplessly. 'I'd forgotten about that. We'd better get her some gifts from the markets, or we'll never hear the end of it.'

A few minutes later, Astrid was tying the final chords on the packs she had prepared for Ætta and Stoick, and Snotlout knocked on the hall's front door.

'We're all done, from our end,' the stockier man said when Hiccup opened, nodding his head back towards Fishlegs, who was scratching Meatlug's head, saddles loaded up, and still looking rather put out to be there. The four of them were practically the only people on the island, save the alternating guard that had been left behind to protect Berk from invasion during their time away and the few others who had returned with them. His father had remained on the wedding isle, he and Bertha keeping the festivities going even when both the married couples had left - after all, Viking weddings were less about the people getting hitched and more about the free mead and food.

'Alright, then,' Hiccup said with a smile. Toothless was literally vibrating with excitement, and Vargsong was looking at everything with bright, shining eyes. Astrid's smile was brilliant; Hiccup beamed at them all. 'All done?' he asked his wife as a last precaution. Astrid nodded resolutely; her mother would probably come for the prepared packs later. They mounted their dragons, pointing them towards the sea. 'Guys, off we go!'

They rose into the air, a nadder, a nightmare and a gronkle all following an eager night fury.

=0=

Fishlegs didn't often feel grumpy and pouty. He tended to take what he could get, and be content with it. Even when his parents had announced, much to his fear (and slight delight) that they'd engaged him to Ruffnut Thorston, he'd panicked for a good four hours, using the saw as a stress reliever as he built his own house, and then he'd settled to the reality that he would have to marry anyway eventually, and it may as well be someone he'd known all his life as not. Better than marrying one of the older widows, or one of the younger girls. Fishlegs had never really thought of marriage, and it had caught him unawares. In the end, though, he couldn't say he'd fared ill, and he did love his dear homicidal maniac of a wife.

She'd grown on him, rather like a mouldy fruit. But how else could his life be? I couldn't imagine anything else.

Right now, though, he could. He could imagine himself in front of a fire, book in hand, little baby in the cot or on his knee, and nowhere near this freezing panorama of stones and soil and trees and raging waters he was currently standing on. It was all Ruffnut's fault. Tuffnut was crazy enough to want to crash someone else's honey moon - that didn't take a huge stretch of the imagination - and somehow Snotlout had been roped in too, and then the two heirs from the other allied tribes… but what had Fishlegs got to do with anything? Sure, Snotlout was sort of an outsider too, being for one not on a honey moon, and for another, not a tribe heir. But at least Snotlout was a member of Hiccup's family, and whether he admitted it or not, trading in goods to get a good profit was going to benefit him in the short run. Fishlegs already lived in an established home - if anything, he was going to be losing income by coming away when he could be helping his father in their carpenter trade. Ruffnut would be well provided for of course, Fishlegs' mother would see to that, but there was _that girl_ living with his mother now, helping out around the house with who-knew-whose baby growing in her belly, and her accusations on Tuffnut still fresh in his wife's mind. He'd be lucky if at least one Ingermann hall still stood when he got home.

So Fishlegs blinked into the wind, pouting, holding onto a paper he was taking notes on for dear life as Hiccup shouted over the din, hair flying every which way, and pointed out directions to them from one of Hero's Rest's promontories. It was a very small island, admittedly pretty-looking when it wasn't being attacked by crazy wind monsters. Hiccup had mapped out and sketched the entire island, and he was taking Astrid - and therefore the rest of them - on a grand tour of her new property. It would have been endearing to watch him try to strut while he also tried not to fall face-first in the soil thanks to the wind, but as it was, Fishlegs didn't want to be endeared.

Astrid's red cheeks had less to do with being a blushing bride and more to do with being in the wind all day, and Fishlegs was secretly grateful when she put her hood up, and Hiccup took that as a cue to leave the breezy cliff peak. The choppy grey and blue sea was covered in white seahorses, and Fishlegs could at least be pleased that if the wind didn't let up, there would be no rain. He resolved to make sure to pitch his tent as close to the hut as possible so that it would cut the wind.

Then he remembered that Hiccup and Astrid were newlyweds, and groaned again.

Still, he supposed, it was going to be easier to sleep while imagining that the moans and groans were the wind, rather than battling the actual wind while it tried to take his tent with him inside it. And if Meatlug slept in with him … yes, that's right. Meatlug could snore all she wanted tonight. Daddy could have a good night's sleep while who-knows-what carried on next door, and his dear little rock girl's snores masked it all.

He felt more cheerful after that, especially because they took a trip to the woods. The copious amounts of conifer trees cut the wind, and the fresh smell of pine and sap filled the wooded area like a perfume. Astrid kept asking questions, Hiccup answering them eagerly - were there berries? Were there poisons and animals? Were there _dragons_? - and Astrid had a bunch of undergrowth clutched in her hand by the time they had exited the woods on the other side to see a hot spring, steam rising from the surface of the water that was too blue to be safe.

'That's not good for bathing,' he told her sadly when he saw her face light up. 'Don't worry, there's one further up that is, but this one is too hot, and the water's touched by poisons from the ground. Not even the dragons go in.'

There were only terrors, scuttlegrubs and a few fireworm nests in the singular Volcano on the far side of the island. The soils were fertile, probably because of the ash and magma that occasionally spilled down, but Hiccup had never tried to grow more than a few rows of crops to sustain himself, and that field was now hopelessly overgrown with weeds. When they arrived at the viable hot spring, they all sighed, happy to have something to look forward to later. A wooden structure shut it from all sides save one, obviously something Hiccup cooked up, but it was rudimentary and drafty. Apparently a drape had hung on the entrance, and judging by the wrenched hooks, the wind had blown it clean off.

'I wasn't here often,' Hiccup tried to say by way of explanation, which started a whole slew on dirty, smelly-wild-men, and how Hiccup somehow fell into that category despite all odds. Hurrying along, Hiccup then took the group out of shelter to be met by a wall of wind again as he reached the island's coast. Fishlegs was once again glad for the blessing that was Meatlug. She ambled along beside him, and then stood just so to cut the wind for him every time they stopped. His little girl was a treasure.

(Fishlegs tried not to think of his other little girl, and what he was going to miss in his month away. It would only make him grumpier).

'This is where we are going to be spending… some time,' Hiccup said waving at the beach, and Fishlegs wanted to strangle him.

'And why's that?' he asked disagreeably. Hiccup looked back at him in surprise, but his discomfort must have been obvious, pouting and huddled against Meatlug as he was, so Hiccup just smiled at him.

'The weather is perfect today. It's messing the sea up, and the currents are choppy even under the surface. Tomorrow we'll come here, and you'll see.' Then he grinned. 'But remember, you get to keep what you find only by grace of my wife. This is _her_ island, and so's everything on it.'

Fishlegs' curious mind was peaked despite himself, and he pondered the statement for the rest of the afternoon. There was game on the island, if nothing else, and they made a sport of collecting two boars and one deer, as well as a pheasant for Stormfly, much to Astrid's delight. They ate well, the camp fire guarded from the wind by the hut, and Fishlegs almost felt that he'd gone back in time, to Dragon training and evenings spent around a blaze while Gobber told preposterous stories and they all believed to a more or lesser degree. The twins were both missing - Tuffnut gone with his wife to her island, Ruffnut at home with their new baby in her belly. And Hiccup and Astrid were newly married, constantly touching one another and sitting as close as their bodies allowed. But that atmosphere of camaraderie was the same, the teasing was the same, and once Fishlegs entered his tent, set side by side with Snotlout's just against the hut, his mood had lifted considerably. The newlyweds retired to the hut, and Fishlegs knew exactly what was going to happen, but he had Meatlug in the tent with him, and Snotlout's snores next door, because the other man slept like a stone the moment his head hit the pillow. The gronkle was warm, her species being a rock eater with lava-like fire making her body temperature higher than the average dragon, and Fishlegs soon drifted off, at least somewhat gladder to be there. They'd be joined but the others tomorrow or the day after, and then they would move out towards new routes and new lands.

=0=

Hiccup hummed happily as he stoked the flames within the tiny hut. Being here always gave him a sense of happiness, for some reason. Probably because this tiny place had seen him grow into a man; possibly because he'd defied death time and again within these walls, between cold, storms and starvation. Certainly because last time he'd been here, he'd been shivering in fear of what lay ahead of him, and now here he was, having taken the plunge and come out the other end more alive than ever.

He was dimly aware of Toothless making himself at home under his fur blanket. Hiccup had apologised for the sparse remaining things within it - but then, that was just more space for her to remodel as she liked. She seemed so reluctant to alter it that it touched him, in a way, but he'd make her understand that he was fine with it, somehow. That he wanted her sticking her hand into everything that was his and messing it up and putting some of Astrid into it. After all, he'd been so afraid of losing what made him 'himself' that in the end it was what gave him the idea to give her this place.

He was _very _aware of Astrid moving around the room behind him. The firepit was in the middle, but she was passing a hand on the now near-empty shelves. Very little had not been burned to keep the fire and his future blazing last time, but every item that remained seemed to fascinate her intensely. She would catch it up, dust it lightly, roll it between her finger, tilting her head and biting her lip in a way he was becoming used to, but that still made him squirm in his trousers. Wisps of hair escaped her marriage braids, rebellious and beautiful as they caught the firelight and glowed a cherry red. He found himself wondering what colour of hair their children would have, and hoping for that one.

A girl or a boy … he stopped stoking the fire to wonder, trying to visualise what it would be like. He had some form of experience now, with Ætta having decided he was her papa of her own accord. But he knew somehow that it would be different to have a child of their own, to be there from the start, as it were, see it born, watch it grow, help in its first steps.

Hiccup gave a sigh. Then he gave a small start when two arms wrapped around his waist. A shiver went up his back as Astrid rested her cheek against it, still cold from the chill wind high up where they were flying. He'd taken his shirt off - purely out of self-indulgence, because there was nothing like watching Astrid's eyes following him around.

'So this is the famous man-nest, huh' she said with a chuckle. Hiccup relaxed back into her, the simple pleasure of her body against his enough to drown out everything else.

'Man-nest… that's a good name for it. Should have called the island that.'

It had its desired effect as she snorted and slapped his belly lightly. She moved away from him, and he was about to protest before he felt her fingers tugging at his waistband. Hiccup turned in the direction she pulled him, and saw that she was backing out of the circle of direct firelight towards one of the only well-kept pieces of furniture in the one-room hut.

'Ah, that's ...' She hopped backwards to sit on it, and he nearly winced - that is, before he realised that she was only clad in her silk robe. 'Ah … um...'

'Is this the altar where you sacrificed to Lofn?' she asked, running her hand across the surface reverently. He could only nod, because her other hand was undoing her braids, hair tumbling down in a wavy mess. His mouth went dry, and his feet moved forward of their own accord; he was sure that had the fire been in the way, he'd have stepped right into it.

'Well then,' she went on. Her hair was free, and she reached for the tie in her robe. It slipped away like water, and Hiccup felt his knees go weak. He'd never be used to a naked, seductive Astrid, looking at him with those eyes when she was in the right mood. 'I think we need to thank her ...'

'Um ...' he was caught between feeling scandalised and so turned on his brain was mush … and in the end, it turned to mush completely when one of her legs came up and her toes hooked into his waistband playfully. It was easy to convince himself that she was right, after that - after all, he'd sacrificed to Lofn, to Frigga and Freya at their wedding. Technically speaking, they were offering up the fruit of those goddess' work.

He wasn't sure whether it was the long flight, or the fact that they were away from an island archipelago-full of Vikings who were only too ready to make a drunk incursion into a newly-wed couple's privacy, but he held nothing back that night. He kissed her and touched her with all the passion he possessed, Astrid praising the gods in his arms the greatest gift he'd ever received. He took his time, toying with her, bringing her almost to the brink and then slowing down, waiting for her to catch her breath and hit him before he snickered, knowing exactly what his laughter did to her. He allowed her to clutch him and claw at him, and looked on with wide eyes at his wife, lost in passion, hair spread out on his altar where many a lonely night had been spent praying.

It hit him, then, what she was doing. Pressing her down into the polished surface, he picked a fast, hard rhythm, and Astrid's cries rose to a sharp note, her muscles around him tensing more with each second. She finished with a loud wail that night, one he was aware of in the quiet island, but still he was uncaring as he let himself go, burying his face in her hair to smell her sweat and scent and musk, holding her close even after his muscles turned to pig fat.

'You're evil,' he told her, kissing her neck softly. She moaned, the slap to his shoulder a mere shadow of her usual love-taps.

'Says he who kept me waiting for it,' she gasped, still breathless. Hiccup couldn't help the proud grin. The next slap was a little stronger. 'Get off, you oaf; you're heavy.'

Snorting, he put in the effort to stop being a deadweight, rising to his elbows to look down at her. She was sprawled out on the table, arms falling from his shoulders and lying limply on top of her hair. Her legs were still hugging his hips, toes curling teasingly against the hairs on his bottom, and there was a look on her face like a terror that had just eaten its fill of stolen fish. Hiccup's grin only got wider - he could feel his cheeks hurting - and he just looked down at her like a brainless idiot. Her fault, she'd taken his brain somewhere and it still refused to come back.

His softening length slid out of her without either of their consent, and they both sighed regrettably. Feeling more than a little manly, he slid his arms under her back and lifted her, weathering her squeal and teasing and chuckling (and wandering hands, again), to take her towards the fire, a mere three steps away. They'd picked up some of the icicles that still coated the hut's eaves earlier, to have cooking water to boil in, but Hiccup had sneakily taken a few for himself, and now they were merrily steaming in a shallow bowl and bubbling in a deep pot. He put Astrid down on his fur, very glad that he'd aired it before leaving last time, and dipped a rag into the bowl, beginning to clean them both. Astrid soon took the rag from him and began to administer the cleaning herself, which soon led to a repeat of their lovemaking right there on the fur. The second time they caught their breath, they found Toothless eyeing them with a mix of pride and exasperation.

'I told you to sleep outside tonight,' Hiccup replied unrepentantly as Astrid laughing into his shoulder. Taking up the rag again, this time he made sure to hold onto it - because she looked really tired, but that spark was still in her eyes, and her hands were … there they went.

'Astrid,' he grumbled, only half-serious, the fourth time he took her hands off his 'goods', as she called them. She blinked up at him in mock-innocence.

'I'm just curious,' she said. He snorted, raising a brow and tacitly telling her he wasn't had at all, seeing as she'd admitted long ago the male body was no stranger to her in a hall full of brothers. Some more teasing, some more touching and many more stolen kisses later, they had settled down under the furs, Hiccup holding Astrid to him perhaps more strongly than he should have but she never breathed a single complaint, snuggling close to him.

'Is this how you imagined it?' she murmured, her eyes drooping as both of them stared into the fire, their breathing and heartbeat synchronized. Hiccup nodded and smiled with satisfaction as he was proven right. He'd often spoken of this place to her, told her everything that had happened with surprising ease after his initial reluctance. His near-starvation the first year. The time they'd run out of firewood during a flash storm and he'd sacrificed the bed to stay warm, and then never bothered to build another one. The trinkets and the memories, the satisfaction of fixing his own home and enjoy its warmth as it weathered a storm. Bringing in the harvest from the crops he'd planted and realising that he and Toothless only had a corner of the hut left, because there was so much food to store. Getting the idea to trade the extra food with the neighbouring tribes, which began his dragon training voyages. Bringing Thuggory there one time, and having the other heir nearly set it on fire. They'd laughed about his misadventures together, exorcising a part of his life that had contained both good and bad, but so, so much loneliness.

He felt like he was weightless as his eyes closed, and his skin tingled as soft lips snuck a kiss on his chin before she stopped moving against him. He was floating between dream and reality, a wide smile on his face, because his wife was as beautiful as she was smart, and had realised exactly what having her in this place would mean.

Hiccup fell asleep that night knowing he was a very lucky man to have just lived a fantasy he'd had so many thousand times. And if her hints towards how much she liked this place said anything, he was going to get to try every single version of it.
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The next morning saw the arrival of the rest of the riders. The other two newlyweds arrived first because they'd apparently made a race of it, Cami's changewing breathless but preening, with the riders both on the zippleback's head.

Having only one dragon, Snotlout wasn't quite sure who they'd been racing _with_. He didn't dare asking, and after exchanging a look with his cousin and Fishlegs, concluded it was what the other two men had decided upon also.

Then there was a loud boom, and Thuggory landed a few moments later. He wore a wide grin and began to tease the two new couples lewdly right away. Snotlout, feeling compelled, joined in.

'You would think you four would be still asleep, being newly wed and all. What, no hard exercise last night?' Thuggory asked leadingly. Hiccup blushed - that, Snotlout was sure, would never get old - while Tuffnut looked like he was still trying to understand what Thuggory was saying. The women, on the other hand, looked like dragons with a secret.

'You have no idea,' said Astrid, in a voice that made something shiver up his spine. A tiny part of him that still admired her - he had _eyes_ - sighed mournfully. Then Hiccup went even redder, and Snotlout let himself snicker. 'We're not old and dwindling like you, Thuggory.'

'Heeey,' Thuggory replied. Cami didn't allow him to finish his mewling protests.

'That's right. Seeing that Heather probably does all the work between you two, you shouldn't be complaining at all. _We've_ found better men. My mother's always said that the Berk men are the best.'

Snotlout preened at the indirect complement. That was something he was going to repeat to a certain red-headed girl back home, when she got stubborn about things and changed her mind about kissing him. He'd spoken to her dad and everything!

'Seeing as nearly all the men present are Berk men,' Hiccup said, joining the noise, 'you'd probably do good to be quiet ...'

'...And not contradict the women-folk,' Snotlout said, finally having something to say. '_Never_ contradict the women-folk is what my dad says.' All the men around him nodded sagely. Hiccup got a punch in the shoulder, Tuff an elbow to the gut, and Snotlout and Fishlegs snickered - Berk Men came trained by Berk Women (or half that, in Cami's case), and them two had the luck of their own women being back home.

Thuggory shrugged, grinning at the other men's pain, and went about settling his Thunderdrum next to the other dragons. They breakfasted quickly, commenting about Drogsbreath's tardiness and bringing up possible reasons between them, making a game of it as more and more fantastical stories were made up - thanks to Tuff, who was quite a funny man when he put himself to it - until the sun was high enough to be almost warm.

'Well, if he comes, his gronkle can sniff us out,' Hiccup said, looking up into the sky. Astrid looked at him in askance, and he grinned at her. Snotlout knew _something_ of his plans, but only that there was a 'surprise' of some sort for her on the island, something for her that they maybe got to benefit from as well if she allowed it. Feeling eagerness and curiosity creep up his spine, Snotlout grinned as they packed the camp up, more than ready to move on the next part of this adventure, and since he'd let his little nightmare girl loose to go hunting - as he could boast she was the best of the party at the job - he allowed himself to suffer the indignation of hitching a ride.

'Ah,' Astrid said with a smile that was slightly different from her normal one. 'It's alright. Stormfly likes you, for some reason; I'll go with Hiccup.' Aaaaand mystery explained.

Snotlout just hoped his dragon didn't see him. He'd always known that he was handsome enough for women to fight over - it had actually happened a few times before - but he'd never thought that he'd have female _dragons_ going at it for his sake. He wasn't sure whether to be prideful or horrified. It was a strange feeling.

It was a short flight, made only slightly longer by the ever present winds that seemed to plague the island. The sea was calm today compared to the day before, normal waves washing up the surf instead of choppy, white and frothing foam, and as soon as they landed on the dark brown and gravel-full sand of the beach, Snotlout immediately saw why they were there.

The Spring sun was out, otherwise he would never had known, but the sunrays caught a number of stones on the beach that shone back, peeking tantalizingly from between the granules of nearly the same colour. Hadn't it been for the light, the beach would probably have looked as dreary and barren as it had the previous day.

'Now I want you all to remember one thing,' Hiccup said, and his voice suddenly sounded so terribly stern and serious that Snotlout looked at him right away, slightly shaken out of his astonished gawping. His cousin's features were hard lines, and brooked no argument. Snotlout had only seen that face a few times - usually when someone pissed him off, or when there was a newly minted Berserker chief to give just the right impression to. Snotlout shivered - he didn't want to remember last Snoggletog.

'This is _Astrid's_ island. Everything on it is hers. If she says that it's alright, then you may go ahead and join in the pickings, otherwise, you're only here to help her collect her own property.' A reluctant grin broke through his serious bearing. 'And frankly you're the ones crashing my honey moon, so you're lucky I haven't booted you off the beach and into the ocean already.'

'Like you _could_ do that to your brother!' Thuggory said, folding his arm. Toothless came up behind him and nudged him into the sand, then sat his head down on the Meathead heir with little preamble, licking at his chin and demanding scratches.

'I think Toothless is showing his other brother affection,' Astrid said genially. Then she turned to Hiccup, the inquisitive and excited turn of her eyebrows apparently as irresistible to Hiccup as it had always been to Snotlout, because his cousin took a few steps and bent down to pick up the nearest piece of shining rock. He did _not_ notice the way Astrid's eyes followed the curve of his cousin's arse. Really, the indignity.

He held it up and out, and the whole group gathered around him. 'Is that ….' Tuff began. Then shrugged. 'I have no idea what I'm looking at.'

'It's Amber, isn't it?' Fishlegs replied to the unasked question floating above them. Hiccup just smiled and nodded, holding the sizable piece towards their hefty friend. In his usual bookish way that usually bored Snotlout, Fishlegs took the piece up, held it to the light, bounced it in his palm for weight. 'Fuck. Hiccup, this is …'

'Yup. It's very good quality amber. All of it is.' He waved an arm back towards the glittering beach, and suddenly Snotlout's mouth went dry when he realised that every single, bloody shiny rock was worth a silver piece. Sharply, he turned to look at Astrid when she gasped, and found her first staring at the sand, as dumbfounded as she felt, until she glared and punched her husband again.

'You gave me all _this_?!' she grumbled rebelliously. 'Are you mad?'

'About you, yes,' Hiccup replied, still grinning cheekily, and Astrid just gaped at him for a moment before she threw her hands up at Asgard and kicked some sand at him, walking off in a huff.

'I _know_ this place!' Cami suddenly exclaimed, and Snotlout realised the Bog heir had been uncharacteristically quiet for some time. 'This is the mermaid isle that some of my sisters have spoken about! We don't usually sail this far north, and this is mostly in Berk waters give or take a few _vika_ 1 here and there. But some of my sisters have come home sometimes saying that they saw an isle with a glittering beach, and anyone who came anywhere near it got smashed on the squalls and sunk under the waves. Since we've had dragons it was still impossible to get on it because of all the wind … this is it, isn't it?'

'Well, now you know why it glitters when the sun is out,' Hiccup shrugged. 'And it belongs to Astrid. I know you're a Bog Burglar, Cami, but can I trust you to keep it to yourself? This is Astrid's.'

'I'd never betray a sister. And you're nice too,' she said, adding the last as a pseudo-offensive afterthought. Hiccup didn't take offence and just smiled toothily. Astrid was still off some ways further down the beach, on her knees running her fingers through the sand and stopping to pick up a shining rock every so often. 'Hey Astrid, may I keep some?'

Astrid started and turned towards them again.

'My husband,' she replied, 'is a very stupid man.' But then she shrugged. 'It's not hard to be generous when there's all this! Go ahead.'

Cami gave a manic grin and hooted, throwing herself down onto the warm sand beside Astrid and beginning to pick up the 'shinies', as she called them, with alacrity. Tuff shrugged his shoulders and joined her, cueing the others in the group to select a patch of the sizable beach and begin their own collection. Dogsbreath arrived half-way through to halloos and greetings, being pointed to a patch of sand and told to busy up.

Snotlout's patch yielded a good haul, two or three rather sizable fragments together with a good handful of tinier stones. Some of them he wasn't sure were amber at all, because they were whole and looked like a lump of troll snot. Others were broken, and the nearly sharp edges showed off the honey tones of the unpolished stone within.

He migrated here and there idly during his collection as the sun moved in the sky, coming and going towards Fishlegs to confirm whether this or that was actually worth keeping, and making sure to pick up any seashell he came across as well - no connection to the fact that Lauga liked them at all - and he ended up drifting close enough to overhear Hiccup and Astrid talking.

'... stay mad at me all day?' Hiccup was asking, his tone sad. Hang on - Snotlout paused, pretending to dig in the sand in search for things within earshot. This sounded like possible wing-man territory.

'You're an idiot. You bet I'm staying mad,' Astrid replied in a harsh whisper. She was collecting stones aggressively, Hiccup having guided her quite obviously to one of the most lucrative spots he knew well.

Said man just sighed and leaned over to kiss her exposed neck. 'Your idiot,' he muttered. Snotlout had to remember that one, because Astrid seemed to soften.

'Yes,' she admitted, leaning back against him while still scowling and making a show of appearing as grudging as possible in her surrender. 'What on earth possessed you, Hiccup. All this!' She waved a hand around. A few small amber stones flew out of her hand and landed into the sand again. She huffed at herself and put them in the belt pouch before she lost anymore. Hiccup didn't answer, so she went on. 'This is where all the wealth came from, right? That you brought back home. This was your source of income while you were away. And now you gave it to _me_. It's not yours anymore. And … argh.'

Hiccup gathered her up into her lap then, looking at her seriously. 'I'm wealthy,' he replied. A sandy palm came up to cup her face, leaving a small trail of granules on her cheek reddened slightly by the sun. 'I'm very wealthy.' Astrid seemed to understand him, while Snotlout really didn't, because her shoulders sagged the rest of the way, leaning sideways into his chest and tucking her head under his chin. 'And … unless I'm a complete idiot and do something for you to leave me, this will still pass onto our children, won't it? I'd have passed it on to the children anyway. So in the end, it's all the same.'

'Hmm,' Astrid replied, placing one of her palms flat on her belly. Snotlout blushed and looked away, trying to make himself look busy. He should probably move; he was too curious.

'Where are we going, after this?' Astrid went on. 'You said we were only staying here a few days.'

'Yeah. Enough to stock up some provisions; fish, hunt. Dry as much of it as we can. I brought some oil with me to put some of the meat in, and we'll use some to clear the amber. But otherwise … no. We're not staying here. I promised you the Great Beyond, Astrid. I'm not short-changing you with this tiny place we can come back to whenever we want.'

'Hmm… often. We're coming back here often. With less people. If there were less people _right now_...'

Snotlout blushed harder. It was definitely time to move away.

Later, once the sun had begun to sink and the dragons got tired of playing in the surf and among the sands and rocks, they trudged back up to camp. The wind had picked up again and flying was perilous, so they were all sweaty and tired, not to mention thoroughly ravenous by the time the hut came in sight.

Luckily his precious princess of a nightmare hadn't disappointed, and there was game a-plenty for the entire group and their dragons. The next day, Hiccup said as they polished off their meal with some mead that Thuggory had brought along, would be dedicating to fishing. They'd stock up, make sure to have everything up to date. He had a little forge some ways away - no, he wasn't telling them where - and he'd see to any repairs and tack updates they needed, because once they left Hero's Rest, they were in for a long and hard trip - and adventures to follow.

Snotlout could feel himself getting excited despite himself. His pocket was full of shiny stones that were going to fetch a good price, he was sure. His stomach was pleasantly distended, the company was great, the mead had left his head buzzing and his cousin was happy. A pretty girl was waiting for him at home, and there was the promise of adventure ahead.

_Snotlout _was happy. For the first time in a good long while, his optimism wasn't forced or stretched too far. Damn it all, who knew that the end of the dragon war would bring this? Certainly not him. But he blessed whichever god had brought it (for himself, he'd put his money on _Loki_, that bugger was unpredictable), and leaned back into his dragon, grinning.

This was the start of something great. He could just feel it.

=0=

Astrid was taken to the tiny forge, which turned out to be just an anvil in one of the caves very close by the hut. They'd had a very exciting wake up when the island shook them awake in the morning, and Astrid understood that Hiccup had _kept_ a few things to himself about Hero's Rest; the volcano was active, though he'd said that, and the island itself had given him the experience he'd used when Berk had shaken last season, although he'd said his experience came from foreign parts.

The mist that sometimes enveloped the place that the Bogs called mermaid isle made its presence known, a thin, ashy affair that would blow out by the end of the day. Hiccup gathered everyone's belongings that needed attention, took her hand and dragged her off. Astrid happily let herself be hauled along, curious to see the location of the hotch-potch smithy, eager to be alone with him and not a little bit sorry to be about to see him work metal.

Toothless took the place of the forge pit, it would seem, his ability to fire precise, tempered flame bursts making the forging a quicker business than it usually was. Astrid happily sat and watched, pretending to fan herself as an excuse to shed her furs and boots until she was in just her leggings and woolens. She tried to suppress her shivering long enough for her husband to notice - which he did - and all the time he had gained with the dragon fire's help was spent ... otherwise occupied, much to Toothless' annoyance. The dragon rolled his eyes and trotted out of the cave the moment Hiccup put a saddle hoop in a bucket of water, threw it down and descended upon her. For herself, she had utterly no complaints. Her body had grown used to the repeated invasion of his quickly enough, and even though there was still a sore twinge once in a while, it was nothing he didn't make up for with his eager fingers, mouth and body.

Astrid shuddered; Stormfly underneath her gave what she could call a dragon-giggle. 'Don't make fun of me, pretty scales, or I'll keep the chicken to myself,' she teased. Stormfly just giggled again, knowing without any doubt that Stormfly would still somehow manage to get to the paultry. With a snort, Astrid relented, and peeked through Stormfly's spikes to look at that lovely arse- ... well, yes. She could look at that lovely arse all she wanted.

Her husband cut one lovely figure on his night fury. Toothless was a work of art, she hardly ever seen a more beautiful or well adapted dragon in terms of power. Stormfly was a beauty of a different sort, a dragon you couldn't look away from if you came in contact with one in the wild, but Toothless, now … Toothless made you shiver in a mixture of awe and fear in the sky, even if you knew he was little more than a spoiled kitten in reality.

And Hiccup … Toothless had certainly found his match in a rider, because Hiccup moved the way Toothless moved, dipping and weaving through the clouds and wind banks like he'd been born with wings stuck to his back.

Mmm, that back. It was more powerful than it looked, certainly not as much as his father's, but in her modest, completely unbiased opinion it came in a close second. He was small and slight and thin, still, but there was a surprising amount of strength in those arms and back muscles. He'd lifted her clean off her feet yesterday on the way back from the forge and carried her all the way to the hut's clearing, for no reason other than he could. Astrid had had no objections.

As if her thoughts had brought him to her, Hiccup steered Toothless towards them.

'How about a race!' his muffled voice called when he yelled through the mask and over the wind. Another shiver went through her, this time of a completely different nature as his sharp green eyes sparkled when they caught the light of the direct sun, his armoured body clinging to the saddle only by his toes, false legs and hands as he caught the wind. The hair at his nape fluttered, the helmet pulled down tight, and, well, her mouth went dry to hear his voice through the metal and leather again. He usually lifted it to speak to her when they flew and raced, but they were so very high today it was stupidly cold.

This was the first leg of their journey, a long hop to another deserted island in the archipelago where they would stay the night, and then a straight bee-line South towards the destinations of wonder and promise he'd dangled in front of her the last few days. It would take them a week to get to their main destination, he'd said, barring bad weather that prevented flying, and then they had two long weeks to explore, and buy and sell and enjoy themselves, before another week's travel took them back home. Astrid hoped it would never end.

'You're on!' she called, Stormfly's excited cackle under her rippling up the dragon's spine as she took her wings in and responded to her rider's enthusiasm. Toothless, not to be outdone, shot off, and Astrid followed on Stormfly with empty threats, gathering up the noises of his laughter from the air as if she could save it in a jar.

They had lost before they even began, of course, but she made sure to give as good as she got, Stormfly cackling and chirping and wriggling as they raced one another in circles. The other riders had tried to join at one point - Thuggory and Cami with a whoop, Snotlout reluctantly when Vargsong dragged him along, carried away by the excitement, and Fishlegs and Dogsbreath calling after them that they were going off-course. In the end, however, all the other dragons had given up, not one of them able to dig out the sheer speed necessary to keep up. So now, for the second time that day, they whizzed past, whipping around clouds and the other riders with their wind-wake as they chased each other. Half-way through, Hiccup switched Toothless to his independent flight tail and took off, and Astrid once again found herself marveling at the hidden strength in those arm and back muscles.

Stormfly was panting by the time they landed - second - on the new landmass Hiccup had chosen for the second resting spot in their journey. It was heavily wooded, and both dragons had enjoyed zipping past branches in increasingly odd contortions of their bodies as the chasing game also became an evading game, obstacle course were losing meant a mouthful of leaves.

Hiccup looked smug, a grin the size of his face as he wiggled his brow at her, catching her around the waist and kissing her before she had time to recover her breath from laughing. Astrid made sure to prod his side in a ticklish spot she had found the night before, and felt herself vindicated when he yelped like a stepped-on terror.

'You're going to dig a hole into my ribcage,' he grumbled, rolling his eyes, which just set her off laughing again. She enjoyed how his face stayed in that grumpy pout, but his eyes helpless ran over her hair, her hips, the flick of her hand as she took some of the ever fly-away baby hair out of her eyes. Trying to make a point, she smiled at him and sat down on a rock primly, folding her legs and decidedly enjoying his eyes following a path to her toes. He pouted even more when he went red and looked at her like a child caught stealing tarts, and her cheeky look made him realise he'd fallen into a trap.

'You know,' she said, tone teasing as she heard the other dragons begin to approach, 'as a newly-wed wife, I'd have thought you'd pamper me a little … bringing me out into this wilderness and all. Where's my supper?'

'Give me a minute, wife,' he grumbled, and it was all she could do not to laugh again when he carried on her silly game. 'I have to put my apron on.' That did it, and she was bent over double, gasping for breath as Hiccup actually dug out his smithing apron and begun building the fire. Still giggling, she moved to their packs, hailing the others as they landed, and brought out the fresher supplies and some herbs she'd gathered. Meatlug and Farthog immediately set about sniffing out edible mushrooms and other woodlife foragables, so that Astrid soon had filched her husband's apron and a pot roast was happily bubbling away. Thuggory was surprisingly adept at making edible food, and she left him in charge of the stirring while she carefully put Hiccup's apron away; the look he had given her when she had slipped it over her head and tied it at the back had given her a whole new set of ideas she needed to keep track of for later.

Tonight, however, she had other plans. Her husband was decked in full flying gear, probably with no intention of removing it all since this was going to be a one-night camp with a segue of another day's flight tomorrow. And if she was frank … if she was frank, _that_ set of ideas had been plaguing her for more than she would ever admit. It was another pleasant night around the fire … probably. Astrid couldn't take her eyes and her mind off her husband. He'd left his helmet on for some reason, the visor pulled back high up over his face, but otherwise he looked ready to jump into the sky at any minute. A sinking feeling of disappointment was confirmed when he said he'd take first watch, and a roster was set up where she noticed her name was suspiciously absent.

When the fire was banked out and they'd all retreated to their tents, minus one errant husband, Astrid knew she should at least try to sleep, but she was completely unable to do anything but toss and turn in her sleeping pallet. She was hyper-aware of every single noise he made while he patrolled the camp, his light footsteps, the soft clink of some of his hanging metal hooks, the sound of his prosthetic on a rock. Toothless, diligently following him, or crooning; Hiccup murmuring something to his dragon and getting a response. He seldom passed by their tent - if to avoid temptation, she didn't know, but that first few hours of the night felt like an agonizing eternity to her, and for the first time, she regretted going along with Hiccup's idea of a honey month getaway. The noises that were coming from Tuff and Cami's tent didn't help any, because though they were apparently _trying_ to be silent (if she remembered exactly how they'd given themselves away last Snoggletog), the relatively quiet forest didn't mask the sound well enough - what she wouldn't give for a couple of very loud crickets.

Her heart leapt when her tent-flap opened, the darkness-upon-darkness shape of her husband haunching his way in. He thought she was asleep, it seemed, because he never said a word, and Toothless was settling down right outside. Astrid sighed silently, watching him move around as he began unbuckling his breastplate, cursed silently, tried again and then groaned as quietly as he could before giving up. Her poor darling.

She sat up noisily, so as not to startle him, and he huffed and dropped his shoulders.

'I'm sorry, I woke you up,' he muttered. Astrid shook her head even as he took out her ever-present flint from her belt pouch, striking a light to a single candle. Their tent was larger than most, since Hiccup had filched his father's, and he'd added thin pelts to the outside so their shadows did not seep through.

'Not at all,' she whispered back, smiling as his eyes ran the gamut of his favourite spots - hair, face, bare arms, legs and toes. She wiggled them, sending his eyes shooting back up to hers, and she simply adored the effect she had on him as she watched the blush spreading over his cheeks. She wondered if he would ever grow out of his bashfulness and found herself wishing he wouldn't. 'I was already awake. Couldn't sleep.'

He looked at her again, trying to see if there was any secondary meaning to her words - there was - and a slow smile spread to join his blush. His fingers then rose to the buckles again, which he could see to take out in the light, but she caught his wrist. Doubt flitted over his features right away, and she could almost see his thought process - had he misunderstood? Was he being presumptuous? Had he seen wrong? - so she kissed his cheek.

'Keep it on,' she murmured into his ear, and a new colour spread on his face, his eyes flashing curiously. 'I have a confession to make,' she went on, running a finger over his helmet, still on his head for some reason though the visor was raised. 'Remember how you told me about Sepha … how you thought of me all those nights?' Hiccup nodded, looking discomfitted. 'Well, this is sort of similar … only it has a happier ending.' Again, curiosity and apprehension rushed over his face, and she wondered whether it was just her who read him this easily, or whether it was easy for her because he let his guard down when they were alone. 'There was this man … I didn't want to admit it at first because he was an enemy at the time. Or we thought he was.' She slipped closer, shivering slightly as the furs of their sleeping pallet fell off her. He'd promised they could stay at an inn the following night, but while that would be more comfortable, it would certainly be less private, seeing that they'd probably have to share rooms. She ran her finger further down following the line of his armour down the centre of his chest to the buckle at his waist. 'He came out of nowhere, threatening to change all our lives and our ways of doing things...' she purposely kept her eyes away from his face as she circled the buckle at his navel, resting her upper body fully against his. '... and I really hated him at first.' She ignored the slight stiffening of his body, pretended not to notice it. 'He made me angry, he _confused_ me, and the more I got to know him, the angrier I got. But that was because I was trying to hide from myself. You see, he was kind, and sort of an idiot. And very, _very_ attractive.'

She looked up at him now, finding those really big green eyes as wide as they would go while he gawped, obviously trying to say something and failing. She brought her finger slowly back up to his face, then slid up to the top of his mask and brought it down to his chin. The stubble there had had time to deepen into something soft, and she rubbed her fingers into it, following his jawline. His eyes became hooded, flickering open and close, almost like a dragon getting his chin scratched.

'My mother figured it out before I did,' she went on, enjoying the way the single flame was dancing on the different shades of green in his eyes, pockets and pockmarks and veins of pigment mixing together at this close distance. Her nose was a hair's breadth away from his mask. 'And I was lucky … he turned out to be who I was _supposed _to want before I had time to feel guilty about it. But it's still the truth, you know.' She got on her knees, moving quickly to straddle his lap. 'I wanted Cattongue, a great deal.' Sitting down slowly, she dug her fingers into the nape of his neck, threading the fine hair through her fingers. 'I probably still do, a little bit.'

Warm hands came around her back, palms open and warm on her lower back. She shivered at the contrast with the tent's cold air, moving closer to him.

'So ...' he began, his eyes uncertain but not accusing. The voice through the mask made her shiver. He was covered, head-to-toe, in the same outfit he'd worn when he crashed into their lives on Dragon Island, landing in the gravel at their feet to help Dogsbreath stay clear of the queen's river of flames. The same stiff posture, the same determined eyes shining through the eyeholes … gods, she remembered how he'd stiffened upon seeing her in a flash of memory, his posture betraying surprise. She remembered clinging onto him as they rode Toothless, calling to the escaping Hooligans below without a single thought except distrust in those moments. She wondered what it must have been like, for him, having a woman he'd dreamed of so close after so long and she pressed herself closer now, shivering as the frigid buttons touched her skin through her night dress. He swallowed hard, clearing his throat. 'So … like my hut?' he asked. He was trying to be light about it, but he was looking at her with a mixture of arousal and uncertainty.

'If you're ok with it,' she replied, warming his neck with her palm. He swallowed again, silent for a moment.

'Is it … stupid to be jealous of yourself?' Astrid smiled and shook her head.

'Considering how long I was jealous of Sepha, thinking that _she _was this "most beautiful woman" you kept on about, it would be really hypocritical of me to say yes.' Without another moment, she leaned in and kissed his neck, making him hiss as his freezing skin no doubt made her lips feel scalding. His head fell back in invitation, a groan leaving his throat. Her blood began pumping more rapidly as he obviously surrendered himself to the idea, and the semi-forbidden nature of it somehow made it all the more exciting. 'We have to hurry,' she murmured in a teasing tone. 'Someone might catch us, and I'm promised to another.'

'Oh yeah,' he replied, his tone choked, thin voice through the metal and leather mask doing wonders for her readiness. She didn't know what it was, couldn't put her finger on it, but having her husband slip back into his Cattongue persona was firing her up faster than ever. Possibly it was tight leathers, probably mixed with a sense of false danger and a good dose of the feigned forbidden within the safety for their very own marriage. 'And what kind of guy is he?'

'Oh, smart, intelligent,' she replied, dropping a kiss on his neck between every word, the only patch of skin available to her. He tried to remove his breastplate again, but she wouldn't allow him. He cut such a figure in his armour, and he looked so _unbelievably_ … 'kind, compassionate. A bit stubborn, but then, he's a Viking. A lot like you, but handsomer.' He snorted and looked at her with eyes pinched on the sides with a smile. Before he'd taken his mask off for her, she'd imagined his feature in a million ways, and now she knew what they were like, her mind supplied the missing lines that hid behind the metal face. Still there was the thrill of the unknown and forbidden; still his hands through her nightgown felt present and momentous. 'What would you have done?' she asked suddenly.

'What?' he replied, clearly taken slightly aback.

'If I'd tried to seduce you. If this had happened, before I knew who you were …' she sat down in his lap more firmly and another groan ripped out of his chest. The obvious bulge in his trousers was something she was intimately familiar with now, but she was glad that her mother was right in this as well; she would never grow tired of the thrill it gave her. 'I came out to your tent in the woods, hunting you down. I slipped into your tent, like this.' She waved at her scantily-clad self. Hiccup - Cattongue - was panting up at her, pupils wide and lids hooded, shadows dancing across the eye holes and sometimes hiding his irises completely. 'What would you have done?'

'Probably thought I was dreaming,' he said, his voice harsh with arousal. 'So I'd probably have done this.' She yelped as he rolled them over, gently pressing her down half on the pallet and half on the floor of their tent. He was looking at her with intent, now, clearly having let her fantasy take hold of him too. 'I'd do this...' his hands slid up her legs purposefully, provocatively, making her moan when he grabbed her thighs as leverage and pressed his crotch to hers. In response she rewarded him with a helpless sigh, one he seemed to drink up like water as she felt him go stiffer. 'I would have leaned in,' he followed through with the action, 'and told you that I'd wanted you since I first saw you. That you flying behind me on Toothless was torture and that since you were offering I wasn't holding back, at all...' One hand stayed on her thigh, holding her in place with a tight grip while the other began to frantically undo the buckles keeping his trousers up. They were off in a heartbeat and then his hand sought her body without hesitation, the urgency of their pretended tryst seeming to overtake him. She was already well ready for him, but he enjoyed taking a moment to torture her, quick fingers sliding under her night dress, finding their way up her waist and grasping a breast almost roughly, pinching a nipple and then finally flying down to her womanhood. Fingers sunk into her without a by-your-leave, setting a fast pace as they simulated intercourse and made her back arch.

It took her by surprise when a moment later she felt him move, then his fingers were gone and he was pushing in. Gasping, she raised her legs to wrap around him, the cold leathers heightening their adventurous imagery into a tryst that never was.

'I'd have told you that this could destroy me,' she gasped into his half-hidden ear. He shuddered against her and moaned. 'I'd have told you that I was putting my life completely in your hands, because if you breathed a word of this to anyone, I would have lost everything.'

A suddenly unwelcome image invaded her mind - Snotlout, the grass and rocks meeting her face and mouth down the chief's hill, and the very real consequences of what would have happened if she _had_ had time to ponder her emotions and desires, and if he _hadn't_ been Hiccup. But both thoughts were too repulsive as she made love to her husband so she bit his neck to dispel them, provoking him further.

He sat up with a growl. 'Don't leave marks!' he hissed, increasing the pace and leaving her both speech and breathless. His rapid movements began building the pleasure within her quickly, frantically, like a fire just on the cusp of bursting forth. She clutched at the bedding and his wrist on her hip, and his wordless grunts simply fueled her further.

Then suddenly he fell flat on her, his hands grabbing both her shoulders and he seemed to lose all reason, driving into her with an abandon she hadn't seen yet. No longer able to hold her voice to a volume that allowed privacy, she smashed her face against the leather neck of his armour and moaned helplessly, reaching her peak mere moments after his vigorous assault started and feeling him ride the waves of her passion to the very end before he let go.

'Dear _gods_,' she gasped, her breath showing no sign of returning to normal, her heart hammering and her insides still shuddering periodically as he softened within her, making her bite her lip as pleasure simply seemed to keep coming in tinier shudders at unpredictable intervals. 'Wow, Hiccup,' she finally said, unable to think of any more words, but wishing to express just how _much_ she'd enjoyed that.

He gave a groan, seemingly unable to get off her even as he tried to find purchase with his hands. Astrid, still liquified by his vigorous lovemaking, tried to help to no avail, and they ended up laughing as he just managed to roll off. Lovingly, she lifted his mask's visor, peering at his red and slightly sweaty face, green eyes dancing.

'I ...' he stopped, apparently at a loss for words. Smiling, she ducked under the visor and kissed his nose, snuggling closer until they were rubbing their cheeks together.

'Hmm…. I should go ...' she said with a chuckle. 'Before someone catches me.'

He gave a cross between a snort and a disbelieving gurgle. 'And leave me to realise that it wasn't a dream and drown in a pool of self-loathing, guilt and horridly vivid fantasies? I see your game now,' he replied, and Astrid was astonished to see his face going red as he tried to hide against the bedding. After the intense sex they'd just had, it was amazing to see him being bashful again. Where was the man who had taken her without question or apology a moment ago, completely lost to lust and frenzy? She was beginning to learn that her husband was a different man when passion overtook him. Even in his hut, he'd taken his time to tease her first, but not that night - that night had just been hard, fast and glorious. With another shudder she snuggled closer to him, imagining all the ways in which she could provoke him into doing _that_ again. _Gods_.

'No, honestly,' he finally breathed, a fairly sardonic smile twisting only one corner of his mouth. He turned his head to be able to look at her properly, and his look was still shy, shot at her from beneath his lashes. She almost wished she didn't have to ride in a saddle all day tomorrow, because that look alone was worth being too sore to fly. 'If this had happened … if you'd come like this, I wouldn't have been able to say no. And then I would have felt like a completely rotten scum bucket.'

Astrid laughed. 'Not been able to say no at all?'

'Nope,' Hiccup said, without shame. 'I'd have been completely and utterly in your power the moment you walked into my tent wearing less than full armour.'

'Hmm, have to remember that. I'll start shedding armour while we argue.'

He groaned. 'You'll win every time, I can tell you that right now.' Astrid laughed, hiding her mouth in his neck to try to muffle the sound. The mask, which before had looked so very provocative, now kept getting in the way and the armour was leeching warmth from her instead of helping her as she moved closer to him. She wriggled a hand free and tried to tug his helmet off, but he yelped. She found a blushing face when she looked at him questioningly. 'Er… it's sort of .. tangled in my hair. The rotary system that lets the mask move up is … oh, don't laugh!' So _that_ was why he hadn't taken it off!

He looked so sheepish it was hardly possible not to give in the threatening chuckles, but she bit her lip to try to keep them in, his pout helping her none at all as he bent his head to try to let her help. She winced when the helmet finally came away, the tears in his eyes telling her she hadn't been half as gentle as she could have, but she kissed his ear in apology, and helped him take the leather parts of his armour off until he was down to his green woolen tunic and his trousers were around his waist again. He pulled her in for a hug, kissing her mouth gently before he ducked his head and pillowed it on her breast. It was still surprising to realise he was feeling sheepish and a little shy of his earlier eagerness and drive, and Astrid smiled at the ceiling of their tent as she felt him pulling the kicked furs back up. She licked her thumb and forefinger to pinch the candle out, leaving them in blue darkness again. She kept smiling at the ceiling of their tent when he gently kissed her collarbone and she kissed his forehead before settling down, his weight on her feeling heavy but welcome. That was the first time he'd literally held her down and fucked her in the crudest sense of it, and she'd loved every moment of it. Her husband was full of surprises, and she hoped she'd be able to bring him as many happy moments as he brought her.

Astrid let herself drop into slumber with her husband's body cocooned around her as she murmured prayers to the gods, both thanking them for this happiness and asking them for more. She wondered, as her eyes drooped and she felt her husband's heartbeat against hers, whether her body would be hosting another one soon. She fell asleep with one hand on Hiccup's head, and the other sandwiched between her husband's abdomen and her lower belly.

=0=

The next few days passed rapidly. Hiccup led them through his well-known routes, steering them towards his favourite nooks and crannies that he knew were safe from miscreants, though he kept an ear open to make sure nothing had changed in his absence from these roads. As Hiccup had always had to hide Toothless during his travels when he ventured among people, every inn they stayed in backed into a wood, and more often than not, they kept to their tents in high secluded areas, or woods so dense none ventured in them.

This was going to be their last night before they reached the big City, the final destination of their journey. They were on schedule, no one had fallen and broken their head, and he'd arguably had more incredible, mind-numbing sex with a woman he loved than he'd ever hoped to have in his life. All in all, it had been a great week.

A couple of mountain lions the dragons had caught were busy turning on a spit that Snotlout was operating, since his nightmare only stayed away from the food if _he_ told her to. Thuggory was skinning the rest of the their catch, happily whistling away a tune that was jaunty and up-beat, making Hiccup wonder what Gobber was doing back home. And his dad, and Brunhilda …

He sighed, standing up. Tuff and Cami were absent - probably somewhere shagging or getting into trouble - but everyone else was around the fire, Fishlegs scrubbing Meatlug's scales with a new wirebrush he'd just purchased. They looked up at him when he stood up, and he answered their silent question.

'Astrid's been too long,' he said, and he weathered their grins and leers as he walked away - he was _actually_ worried about his wife, it really wasn't an excuse to go catch her bathing. The thing they didn't know was that Astrid _never_ bathed alone if she could help it, and yet today she'd summarily told him she was going to do just that, thank you very much, and she'd come back when she was right and ready.

There was a slight nagging in his gut as he wondered whether he'd done something wrong, said something like last time, when she'd quarrelled with him right before the opening feast for the Thing and never said a word. They'd promised never to do that again, but perhaps he could have done or said something really bad, and now she was too angry with him to talk it over as a result.

He spotted Stormfly first, of course, her bright colouring sticking out among the dark green leaves, she was sitting in a roosting position, looking distracted and preoccupied. Toothless, who had followed him into the bushes without a thought from either of them, suddenly looked alarmed as he sniffed the air, and butted his nose against Hiccup's arm. Tensing right away, he drew his sword without lighting it, and they both advanced as silently as their quickness allowed.

Stormfly half stood up in agitation when they broke the bush line, but sat down again, crooning at them beseechingly. Hiccup looked around, trying to place what had alerted his dragon, but saw nothing untoward until he saw Toothless nosing at some stained cloths. Eyes wide, he knelt by them to confirm they were blood.

'I asked you for a little privacy!' Astrid's voice came from the river. He looked up to find her glaring at him angrily, her eyes red and swollen, a scowl on her face that boded nothing well.

'You're injured!' he replied accusingly, just as angry. She was his _wife_! She couldn't hide these things from him any longer - she didn't need to! 'Why didn't you tell me!'

'I'm not injured, you stupid man!' her voice was so angry and aggravated that it took him by surprise. Even more so because tears were bubbling in the background and he'd seen Astrid cry so rarely that it was always an arresting sight. She stepped out of the river, taking a pelt around her and shuddering forlornly. The sun was decidedly hot now, so much more South than they were used to, and the river was nearly warm when he dipped his hand in. There was no reason for her to be shivering so badly, or for her lips to be blue, and Hiccup's agitation rose a notch.

Ignoring the fire and brimstone in her eyes, he walked to her and caught her in a hug, rubbing his hands vigorously up and down her back. She kept glaring at him.

'I have to dress,' she hissed, though with a lot less anger than before. Not to be outdone so easily, Hiccup frowned stubbornly right back at her.

'Nothing I haven't seen before. I'm not leaving you alone when you're like this, and there is _blood_ on those rags! Tell me where you're injured, _please_. I swear I can help.'

'I'm not injured,' she repeated, a thundering scowl taking over her brows again. Her face relaxed then as tears gathered in her eyes and she blinked them away, but Hiccup was instantly highly alarmed. 'It's my … my monthly blood. I didn't...'

Astrid was suddenly burying her face in his neck and shaking. He blinked down at her for a moment before it sank in, then he hugged her tightly.

'Astrid; Astrid come on.' Her breath was laboured, as if she were trying her best to choke down tears, and it broke his heart as it always did.

'I'd hoped, with how much we-' A hitch cut her words and she swallowed it, 'how much we'd made love, that it would be right away. But I haven't … what if I can't? What if I can't give you children?' The thought seemed to push her into a new wave of grief. She fell still and silent, and Hiccup felt utterly helpless as he looked down at her crown, both their dragons coming to sit around them looking decidedly agitated. Astrid obstinately hid her face into his shoulder.

'It's only the first month,' he said, quite at a loss but determined to make it better. 'We have time.'

'But it was the right time of the month,' Astrid whispered, almost like she was scared to admit it. Hiccup realised with a jolt that she was terribly afraid; that she truly believed she may be unable to bear him children. 'I should have carried, I should have ...' She pressed her face to him harder, her arms coming up to grab onto his tunic. Could she possibly be thinking that he …

'Eh, I'm not worried,' he said strongly. 'It will happen when it does, it only takes one time. And hey, don't worry. Could be _my_ fault, for all we know.'

'No, not likely. I should have been more careful; all those battles … maybe my body's not good anymore,' she said, still in that frightened whisper. A wave of near-panic hit him when he realised she _meant_ what she was saying, that these were fears she'd had floating somewhere in her head for a long time. That he was the son and heir of the chief, and that she feared he may _leave_ her.

'Rubbish,' he said, trying to keep his tone light and only managing partially. 'Sepha never caught either, so it _could_ be me.'

'Hiccup,' Astrid sighed, some of her anger leaking back into her voice in the form of exasperation. 'Sepha was a camp follower. She knew what to take and eat and drink to stop her from carrying.'

'Sort of like the herbs you were taking?' he asked innocently, and then realisation dawned on both of them together and they stared at each other.

'I'd planned to stop taking them a month before. I was only taking them as precaution, in case you broke your vow and … I didn't tell you because I didn't want to think I was pushing or tempting you, and … how did you realise?'

'I … recognised some of the plants, the smell they made,' he replied, 'I was going through the pantry one time for something quick to eat and found the tin box. It felt like snooping so I never mentioned it.' He shifted uncomfortably.

'I took them all the way to the morning of Tuff's wedding,' Astrid said, blinking at his shoulder as she thought. A stray tear escaped her lashes and he wiped it off; at least the shock of realisation had broken her out of her sadness. 'So I ...'

'Probably hasn't worn off yet,' Hiccup concluded with her. He gathered her up into a closer hug, resting his chin on her head. 'See? It's my dad's fault, again, because you're someone who plans ahead and he just sprang this on us.' Astrid sighed, curling up into his lap as she shivered. In the past months, he'd learned the idiosyncrasies of her body, and knew that she was in pain on the first day of her bleed. Rubbing his fingers gently but firmly against her lower back, he was glad to feel her relax slightly against him. 'If I'm honest, I'm a bit glad.'

'Glad?' she replied, frowning and leaning back to look up at him. She grimaced and wriggled away from him, picking up a fresh rag to hold against herself and then rapidly beginning to dress. He helped, handing her garments handily, and finally wrapping her in his body-warmed cloak so she'd feel less cold. 'What do you mean, glad?' she asked again when she was feeling warmer and safer.

'I mean, if you'd carried right away, I'd probably cut this visit short.' He shrugged. 'And all that dragon riding … I'd have been worried sick. Better like this, and we get some time to be _us_. When we're back home, we can try for children. But this month … I want this month to be ours.' He shrugged uncomfortably. 'I know it's selfish, I'm sorry, it's just that I've waited so long, and...'

Astrid cut his tirade off with a finger on his lips. Colour had risen to her face again, but she still looked considerably paler than usual. Perhaps this moon cycle was more painful than usual for her - Brunhilda had told him once that the moon varied and affected the pain - and he found himself hoping they could reach the City sooner.

'It's alright, I understand.' She stepped into his arms and held him. 'I love you.'

He hugged her tightly again, being careful of her tender belly. 'And … Astrid, if it turns out that we really can't make children, I'm not going anywhere.' He felt her move to speak and cut her off quickly. 'No, Astrid, listen; look, Haddock men … we're a bit odd.' She snorted. 'We're … we get one lady. One. I don't know why, it just seems to happen again and again. Dad calls it our "woman of a lifetime". Once you've chosen your lady … that's just it. If she dies or she goes or something happens… another wedding just isn't happening. Seems the gods just made us that way. Dad had mum, I had you … every Haddock man has had that one girl, and only that one. It just seems to work for us.'

Astrid sighed against his collarbone.

'You're stuck with me,' he went on when she said nothing, and then she just nodded, holding him tight in turn. 'This is just the herbs, you'll see. They take time to wear off sometimes, right?' Astrid nodded again, then winced, and Hiccup picked her up. 'Let's get you to the fire and inside that tent. I'm taking care of you tonight.'

'You can't,' she said forlornly. 'I'll be no good for the next three days.' She rested her head against his shoulder. 'We'll be in the City tomorrow too … I was really looking forward to it.'

'It's just two days heavy, then trickles,' he said with a shrug as he navigated the undergrowth following Toothless, Stormfly bringing up the rear. He'd come back for her bathing supplies in a second moment. At her scandalised look, he added defensively, 'what? I paid attention! You were my promised!'

Astrid just shook her head incredulously and rested against him again. 'I love you, you idiot,' she whispered. Her eyes were still red and her face still pale, but at least she looked less troubled. 'I love you.'

'Not as much as I love you,' he replied as he ignored everyone in the camp and just walked her into the tent, wholeheartedly believing what he said. No one could ever love her as he loved her, he knew it. He put her down, still tucked in his fur cloak, and kissed her crown before he quickly retraced his steps to gather her bathing things. The others looked at him questioningly, and he just shrugged and said she'd hurt her back, perhaps a tad too seriously than he'd meant because the others were instantly worried. Without a doubt, he knew that Astrid would not have wanted the others to know the nature of her complaint, though, so he just shrugged again and said he'd take care of her.

They spent the evening and night in their tent, food and warmth and comfort putting a little more colour onto her face. Perhaps, he thought, the herbs wearing off was making her pain worse, and he just held her closer, sad at the price women paid to carry children. Hiccup spent most of the night awake after their last conversation.

'It was the last thing on my mind most of my life,' Astrid had admitted, running her hand across his chest next to her face. 'But … yeah, I want children pretty badly, now. I'm twenty, Hiccup; how many more child-bearing years can I have?'

'More than enough,' he had reassured her.

'It's funny, you know,' she'd whispered then. 'My first woman's blood was on the first day of dragon training. My body was preparing to have children, and all along they'd be yours … life is strange.'

Hiccup had snorted. 'No wonder you were in such a foul mood that week.' She dug her elbow into his gut. 'Oww… I deserved that.'

'Yes you did. You didn't deserve what I said to you back then, though.'

'Not that again. It turned out well… had I stayed, we may never be here now. Who knows? I'd rather take the happiness I have.'

'Hmm ...' they'd been silent for a moment, until - 'I don't know how to be a mum. Being a warrior is all I know.'

'Lies,' he scoffed. He grabbed her elbow when she went for it. 'Hey now, no, really. You're great with Ætta.'

'She's not an infant. I don't know the first thing about how to care for infants!'

'We have help,' Hiccup had reassured. 'Your mother's more or less volunteered all her time to help make sure we have as many children as possible, and then there's my dad … as a matter of fact, I think between us two, I am the one who has the least idea what to do. Me and dad ... we never were a family, not before I left. I need your help there… Please tell me we can learn together.'

'Of course.'

Hiccup lay down sleepless, now. He'd be guiding them into the big City tomorrow, and that was part of the reason he couldn't sleep, but their conversation couldn't stop revolving in his mind, going up and down and hitting the corners of his skull to bounce back. Children and Astrid and family, it was always what he wanted but never thought he could get. If they couldn't …? Well, he'd face that, then. No one would object to Ætta becoming officially his, then, and he'd have an heir secured. And if they could … well …. he smiled at nothing. Children. Beautiful children with their mother's face, her hard head, her frown and scowl and the wrinkle in their tiny noses as they tried to make him take them seriously but he couldn't stop hugging them.

His wife twitched, and he held her closer. He'd promised to wake her before dawn so she could bathe and change - Toothless always made sure to wake _him_ up, no matter how tired he was. There wouldn't be children yet, and he really was truly glad. They had time, no matter what she said, he was sure of it, and then once they came, they could light their life and make it happy and miserable. For now, though … well, for now, they could be newlyweds, and he could wait on his wife hand and foot tomorrow. He'd buy her a tine in the private baths, rub her with oils that would help, giver her the best room and the best bed the city could offer. He had coin and they had the amber to replenish it. During her honey month, Astrid was going to be the Queen of Berk, visiting foreign parts. He'd make sure of that.

=0=

Dogsbreath had to admit these were some of the most exciting days of his life. He and Fishlegs had bonded over their gronkles, with the older man teaching him some very interesting things about botany and dragging him into a learning spree about the new local fauna they encountered during the stops on their had apparently forgiven him completely for his error last Snoggletog, as had Hiccup, and Cami was interesting to study in her current state, completely taken with her new husband in a way Dogsbreath had never seen.

She wasn't the only newly-wed one taken with their spouse, either. Dogsbreath had bonded with the final member of their group, Snotlout, over both of their insistent observation of Berk's heir. Snotlout insisted that he was on stand-by wingman duty, whatever that was, but in reality, they often huddled together at the end of the day to discuss what they'd seen. It was an education in making a woman happy that Hiccup was showing them, and Dogsbreath would bet his dragon's ears that Snotlout was taking notes same as he was.

All in all, the UglyThug heir found himself with more friends than he'd ever had, and gladder for it than he'd have ever thought. All heirs bonded together naturally, his father had always told him, when they came from allied tribes. Dogsbreath had taken that as a warning; pay attention to what the others are saying and doing, watch them, because today's allies may be tomorrow's enemies. Now, perhaps, he understood that his father meant something else - actual friendship could be found within the group of people whose situation most resembled his own, as they would more easily understand his struggles and come to his aid when the need called for it, as he could go to theirs.

Dogsbreath was thus the first to notice that Hiccup was literally _hovering_ over his wife. When he'd come back with her in the his arms during their last camping day, saying her back was hurt, his serious face had all made them worry. Now, with Astrid walking normally around, they'd relaxed to a certain degree, although Dogsbreath often saw her unconsciously rubbing her lower back over the course of the next morning. The UglyThug heir though took very careful note of how close Hiccup was standing, and how often he took things from Astrid's hands without asking or waiting for her consent - something he had previously noticed he would never do. Hiccup'd been especially careful to make sure she didn't get wet when rain began to drizzle lightly, and ensconced her into the shelter of his cloak and arms for a good hour. Far from reacting with anger as Dogsbreath had expected, Astrid would give him a grateful look and drop a kiss on whichever skin was closest to her in that moment - usually his hands or cheek. Dogsbreath was a little confused, but it would seem that even Berk women allowed themselves to be pampered when they were hurt. Hopefully Sleet followed the same rules and patterns.

Not that he was thinking about. No. Nope.

Toothless had also seemed grumpy once he realised where they were, and it had taken Hiccup a little while to appease his reptilian brother and get him to convince the other dragons to stay behind in the woods. Excitement rose in Dogsbreath's throat as he realised that they were literally on the cusp of the big City, but they hadn't known just how close from inside the heavily wooded area.

'Come on, bud, you know that if I need you, I'll whistle as usual,' Hiccup said finally, holding Toothless's face in his hands and raising the black nose to rest his forehead against. Astrid was whispering some sort of instructions to her own nadder before she came to kiss the night fury goodbye as well. The dragons appeased, Hiccup had begun guiding them through the under-bush, grass crunching under their boots as they did not follow a beaten path.

'Wait,' Hiccup said at one point. He stopped to look around, then seemed to find a landmark and smiled. 'Come this way. I want you guys to see this.'

They followed him in a line, Astrid still under his arm as they navigated the long grass and bushes, sometimes having to cut a way through bramble and hedge growth. Abruptly, Hiccup called for them to stop, then he pulled back a curtain of very leaves to reveal a promontory. They moved to the nearly bear rocks cautiously, and stood together when they saw it.

This famed 'City' that Hiccup had been speaking about was stretched underneath them. The day had just barely begun, so some windows still winked with light - so, _so_ many windows that they seemed to rival the stars that hadn't yet all disappeared as the sun only just threatened to rise. Smoke rising over some houses was the only familiar thing, the flat roofs and paint of different colours becoming visible in the rising dawn light, and the statues and the ribbons and beads of walls surrounding what had to be the biggest cluster of houses together he had ever seen.

'This is the City of Constantine. They call it the East Capital,' Hiccup said as he vaguely waved a hand towards it. 'Some of the other travellers I met say there's a city this big further East, and that another one is to the south, next to a sea of sand they call a _dessert_. But if you ask me, from what I've seen … this is the biggest City in the world.' Dogsbreath could certainly believe it.

'They'll open the gates soon,' Berk's heir went on. 'We'll scale down this slope; that will bring us near the ports like we came by ship, and we'll go in through the _Porta Aimilianea_ with the other traders. How many of you know Latin? It is the _lingua franca_ here with a few others.'

Dogsbreath was not as surprised as he should have been that Fishlegs knew the language even though he was not of high birth, and that Snotlout looked annoyed as if he didn't want to admit he _didn't_ know it even though he _was_ of high birth. Dogsbreath himself knew it well, Thuggory could make his way to the next privy if he needed it. Cami shrugged and grinned, and her husband certainly had no idea. Dogsbreath's suspicions about Cami were later confirmed when they finally came up to the gate and he spied Cami whispering into Tuff's ear while Hiccup spoke.

The guard greeted Hiccup like an old friend, something even his fellow heir was surprised at, and it was soon discovered that Hiccup had been given a token coin for his services to the city when it had been under siege, and the guard who had recognised him had been in that battle as well four years prior.

'For them, it is the year 392,' Hiccup said as they navigated the narrow, tall streets, windows and houses looming over them on all sides so that Dogsbreath felt almost like his breath was coming short. 'Don't ask me why - from what I understood when I first came here, they're counting the days since one of their gods came to visit them and sacrificed himself for peace of some sort. It's a lovely saga, you have to let me tell it to you some time.'

The serpentine streets opened into wider walk-ways, and the shouts of the market vendors began to make themselves known. Hiccup pointed out the different districts and different markets on a map of the City he'd drawn during his last visit, outlining the different degrees of danger each one presented, the best places to rest and to eat, and the people they should never cross or mix with. He took them to see the different monuments and statues of the City section they were in, pointed out older walls and sections of the towering mountains of stone fortifications that had not been finished when he'd come last - and found out some of the outer walls on the other side of the City were still incomplete.

'The richest traders are the ones who come from the East,' he finally told them when they arrived in front of another arch carved out of stone he'd called a _porticulus_. The words and phrases, sounds and smells of the place were swirling in his head like a fog or an ale haze, leaving him buzzing with energy and exhausted at once. He took comfort in seeing that the other travellers looked just as wide-eyed and lost. 'So their inns and lodgings are the most expensive - but the safest and most comfortable. That is where we will be staying. I brought coin enough for Astrid and I for a week, but once we trade tomorrow, we'll have more than enough for a whole year if we wanted.'

Snotlout had been most reluctant to let go of three silver coins - only one of them his, one of them Fishlegs' and one of them his cousin's - which was admittedly a very, very steep price for four night's stay. Hiccup's lack of care seemed to fit in with Dogsbreath's notion of displacement, where he felt that even the metal had a different value than it had back home, somehow like it could be less valuable even though it was the same metal. The lavish interior decorated in strange designs and different colours, violent reds and colours he didn't even have names for. They had left most of their amber with the dragons according to Hiccup's instructions - something about how no one in the City should be trusted if you could help it, unless you want to be robbed blind and knifed for the trouble on top of it.

In the name of his quest to be a better husband (someday, with no one particular in mind), Dogsbreath tried his best to stick fast to Hiccup and Astrid. One of Hiccup's arms seemed permanently thrown over Astrid's shoulder. The cloak he wore was wrapped more around her than him, and kept stealing kisses as he whispered into her ear. After a light morning meal, Hiccup managed to break off with his wife, dragging her into their room, and Dogsbreath quickly stashed his own belongings into the room he would be staying in - it was larger and more lavish than any room he had ever seen, and yet he missed the fire-warmed rooms and furs of his home.

His ablutions were short and pointedly quick. The place where Hiccup had brought them was unusual in more than its decor and the cacophony of strange languages that Dogsbreath could hear rising around him to bounce on the walls and exit into the busy streets. In front of the establishment's door were men seated at low tables, playing a strange table game and drinking a dark steaming beverage. Some wore white headgear, some were bare-headed, others wore some other sort of hat that wrapped completely around their head. The owner of the inn was the strangest person Dogsbreath had ever seen - skin so white it seemed like porcelain, but not freckled at all, then yellowed teeth and strange slanting eyes that looks half swollen all the time, like he'd been in a fight and had his eyes punched out, but it had left no bruising. Their clothes shone, and he recognised some of the top quality silk he'd seen Hiccup wear, and Astrid and Stoick subsequent to his return.

Dogsbreath sat down on one of the low, squat seats, observing the players and trying to understand their moves. It looked like an interesting game, the board divided into a strange pattern with spikes in different colour on a light background. Their ejaculations and gesticulations meant absolutely nothing to him, but he could read happiness and dismay as well as the next man.

He had made out a little bit of the game when Hiccup and Astrid walked out, hand in hand, and also paused at the entrance of the inn. Slowly, the others began trickling out, and when the group was complete, Hiccup steered them towards the stalls in areas he preferred. He kept pointing out things, recalling things and telling them anecdotes. They walked only a short distance to the markets that first day, since they had two weeks to explore - and it was all the same. Even with the day only past the meridian, the market Hiccup brought them to was so large they wouldn't even be able to explore it all that day.

'Watch your purses and stay close,' were the last words Berk's heir told them before they dived into the throngs of people. His new wife seemed tired but full of life, and Hiccup stopped indulgently wherever she wanted, and let her drag him along unless they were headed in a direction convergent to wherever he had in mind. Eventually they came to a corner of the market, the cloth stalls following the wide winding street as it bent suddenly. Hiccup stepped out of the market and into a very narrow alley; they all followed him, slightly bewildered, and watched as he knocked on a small wooden door painted a crisp green.

A small boy opened, not a day over fourteen, and the moment he saw Hiccup he gave toothy smile and threw himself at the man, hugging him around the middle. He was a wiry boy, much the same as Hiccup had been himself, and the boy's unintelligible words were loud enough to call the inhabitants of the house out, who also greeted Hiccup warmly and waved them all in.

Hiccup was babbling away in the same langauge they were using, whatever it was, and it took a moment for Dogsbreath's eyes to adjust to the sudden darkness inside when the door was shut behind them. There were fine carpets and silks, opulence in painted tiles and mosaic. The darkness in the hall was cancelled when they were shown into an internal courtyard, and soon they were seated on the floor with soft cushions and even softer carpetting once again in colours he knew and others he had no name for. They were presented with flat bread and whatever dark steaming drink the old men in front of the inn had been drinking, which turned out to be minty and eye-wateringly sweet. Meath was brought in a sauce that was spicy, something, Hiccup explained, that showed their wealth, as spices were very expensive. Dogsbreath, in that moment, realised that Hiccup was not being greeted as a friend of the family, or as someone they owed a debt to - he'd initially thought that perhaps the man had helped the young boy in some way.

One of the people who had come to sit at their table was an old man, and Hiccup spoke to him most of all. Dogsbreath watched, aware that all the others were becoming slightly ansty at not knowing exactly what was happened. Exchanging a look with Fishlegs, Dogsbreath realised that they were the only two who had realised what was going on.

This was a business transaction.

The boy who had hugged Berk's heir earlier ran up with a tray, and Hiccup placed a cloth on top of it. The boy ran around to the other side of the table, putting the tray down beside the man's hand. He flipped the cloth over, looking at its content, and his eyes shone.

'_Eğer isterseniz, aynı zamanda benim kardeşler ile iş yapabilirsiniz. Ben onlar gibi bütün erkekler ve onların kelime kadın ve ülkelerden gelen dolu kendi müttefik . Bu Thuggory, prens ve Isle gelecekteki kralı Donma denir_.' 2

Thuggory, hearing his name, inclined his head towards their host. Hiccup proceeded to wave a hand at each and every member of the group, apparently introducing them and explaining their purpose. Hiccup was sharing his contact with them, the merchant who had brought him wealth, and Dogsbreath realised with a jolt that he had given himself competition in order to give his brother heirs the chance to share in his wealth. Well … it was no wonder he had asked them not to speak of what they had seen on Astrid's bride price island, and made them swear to keep these trade routes to themselves - a well too drawn dried up.

'Bring out some of the amber we've brought,' Hiccup suddenly said, turning to them. They each brought out one piece or a handful, and the women at the table chittered in delight, while the old man nodded, smiling with satisfaction and then slammed three times on the table. Hiccup smiled; that was obviously a positive signal.

Once the business deal had obviously been attended to, more food and more drink were brought in, and the women around the table began joining the conversation more frequently. At one point, Hiccup flushed scarlet, rubbed his head and brought Astrid's fingers to his lips. The old man roared with laughter, slamming on the table again, and began clapping for stronger beverages to be brought in. The women were chortling, especially an older, heftier women who seemed to be the matriarch of the family, and Hiccup apparently wasn't immune to be teased in any language.

'Just told them you got married, didn't you?' Thuggory remarked, a grin on his face. Hiccup rolled his eyes good naturedly, nodding.

'It was just pointed out to me that both of Elia's daughters present are still unmarried. At which point I had to admit that I _am_.' Astrid snorted beside him, leaning into him to murmur something that made his cheeks a shade darker. Thuggory hooted with laughter. 'Hey, beware; I might as well make a mistake and tell him that _you_ aren't married.'

'You'd have Heather out of your head the moment we're home,' Thuggory replied smugly. 'You wouldn't dare.'

Hiccup smirked. Thuggory panicked. A very entertaining few minutes passed where Hiccup said something to the other people in their language while they laughed and Thuggory sweated, especially when the girls at the table chuckled and giggled behind their hands while throwing glances his way. Dogsbreath did his best to stay as invisible as possible - he _was_ single - and simply tried to understand the body language where he couldn't the words.

Once the food was cleared, the women left the room with it. The old man said a few words and from what Dogsbreath understood gestured towards Cami and Astrid. Whatever the old man asked Hiccup waved away with a pleasant smile, and the old man - Elia - shrugged and waved a hand eloquently. Another clap brought two more serving boys with enlarging glass instruments, and then they all began producing their amber. At this point, the conversation switched to latin, and Dogsbreath finally felt like he'd pulled his head out from underwater.

'All transactions of business are held in latin,' Hiccup explained to the room in the langauge. All the heirs nodded, Fishlegs whispering to the others even as Hiccup turned to tell Astrid. She frowned and whispered something back, and Hiccup beamed with a nod.

'Very well then, Northman,' Elia said with an affable smile, reaching for the first piece of amber. 'You've always brought me some of the most valuable stones and these seem to be of the same quality. Hmm.' He put one piece down and took up another, eyebrows rising slightly when he took in the weight of it, then put the enlarging instrument to his eye again. 'Was beginning to think the sea had eaten you up and you'd gone up to God, or wherever you heathens go to.'

'Great big halls where we drink and feast,' Hiccup replied with a smirk. The old man snorted even as he took up another stone, and Dogsbreath felt as if he'd walked in on a conversation that had already begun. Obviously, these two had bantered before.

'Sounds about right for you north men. Though I have to say, I'm still thinking about coming there to get the amber myself, and then staying in this place where you drink all day.'

'You wouldn't like it,' Hiccup replied, watching carefully as the old man discarded one piece to a separate part of the polished wooden table then picked up another one.

'Aye, aye, too cold. So you say every time.'

The process was long, and nerve-wrecking for some reason. By the end of the perusal of Hiccup and Astrid's pile, the man snapped his fingers, and a bag of silk was brought. When the boy went to give it to Hiccup, he shook his head.

'The place where I find this amber was my wedding gift to my wife. The money belongs to her, now.'

Elia snorted, not saying a word despite his eloquent bushy eyebrows rising, and simply took up another piece. The boy stared open mouthed for a moment, before the old man snapped something at him, prompting him to drop the bag at Astrid's feet, and whiz away like a startled fish.

'Hmm,' Astrid commented wordlessly, reaching for the bag.

'Don't react,' Hiccup warned her in norse, after she had tested its considerable weight and tugged at the strings. Her features twitched once she took a peek at the large amount of gold and silver and copper within, but remained as neutral as she could make them.

'This is ...' she began, trying to contain her tone.

'He's probably cheating us by at least two pieces,' Hiccup replied nonchalantly in norse. 'But he's the most honest trader I've found. If he tries to cheat me by more I usually bring out my scales and then he stops pushing.'

'Well, he's not cheating me!' Snotlout said smugly. Hiccup smiled at him.

'It's a bit of a game of give and take. He knows I can go to others with my amber if he tries too hard, but he's also got a large family to feed. So I let him get away with it a little till he goes over the line. Till now, he only did it once, and never tried again. If you want to hard-line it, you can too. Just bring the scales out… subtly. Thuggory, you go next.'

Hiccup switched to latin, explaining to Elia that they had been establishing an order within which the amber would be presented, and that they would be back with more amber the following day. Thuggory's stones went much the same way Hiccup's had, with minor set backs when it came to one discarded piece, which Thuggory was sure had been the most valuable of the bunch, but which contained too many taints according to the trader. Thug snatched it back up with a shrug.

'Heather's due a gift. I'll pay for the setting with the money he gives me; this one will make a great necklace with the bee stuck inside.'

Dogsbreath was almost bored by the end of it. His own selection had gone pleasantly, as he had been very particular in his collection, taking only the largest and purest pieces, and leaving the tinier ones on the beach for the rightful owner to do with as she pleased. He was still given a considerable sum for the eight pieces he surrendered, and then had to sit there, containing the excited feeling that he had gained a bride price and a Gift all in one fell swoop, with more left over besides.

Not that he was thinking about it. With no one in mind in particular. Nope.

Snotlout's exchange had been interesting, with the younger Hooligan male following the man's movements like a hawk and asking Hiccup to translate every five minutes. Elia had obviously found it less amusing, but Snotlout had brought the largest amount of amber amongst them all, and he'd insisted each piece be weighed and then counted the money given to him in gold and silver. Hiccup had withstood the trader's unhappy looks with a smile, explaining that the man would probably not be returning, and that he was saving up money to start a household and take a wife. Elia shrugged again, patting his head and shaking it in surrender.

Once the transactions had taken place, more food was brought in - one dish so spicy that he'd choked on it, much to everyone's amusement. He gladly drank the wine and sat back after that, wary of trying anything new until he saw someone else put it in their mouth and refrain from going purple. Hiccup spoke to their host and to the women, who returned with the food and sat beside the patriarch again, and the women had given Astrid gifts of oils and a bolt of linen as a late wedding present, and then she'd been kissed and praised - with Hiccup translating - for a good while before they were allowed to leave.

The sun was setting already by the time they left, even though it was still relatively early for sunset in spring. Apparently, foreign parts had a foreign sun, and Dogsbreath followed Hiccup and Thuggory's lead, they went to what seemed to be a night market, spending the first of their coin - or most of them did, as Hiccup took Fishlegs with him, and they trudged back to the dragons to keep a majority of their earned money safe. The amber stones they hadn't managed to place with the old man would still fetch a good price on the stalls, or could be used for barter, and the smaller coinage was easier to place than the large gold currency. Since their archipelago's trade worked mostly on barter, it was harder for some of them to understand the value of the coins, so Astrid stayed behind to save the group from being cheated by the vendors as Hiccup had been unintentionally schooling her for weeks with his stories. They stuck together, Thug and Cami their only latin speakers, and moved off into the colourful cloth stalls.

Dogsbreath decided to volunteer to go with Hiccup to the dragons, more for the company than for the exercise. He knew he had an ally in Fishlegs, who dove into the heart of his interest right away.

'So, how's married life?' the hefty man asked, nonchalantly carrying twice his size in gold and bolts of fabric. Tuffnut had purchased a great deal of silk, embroidered linen and other fine fabrics even before they could manage to split up, taking to haggling like a fish to water, and not letting the language barrier hinder him any.

Hiccup smiled using all his face. 'It's … it's great, Fish. Really, really great.'

'Astrid seems very happy,' Dogsbreath said, both complimatarily and leadingly.

'Yeah, we both are. Dad sprung the wedding on us but … well, it was a good thing. To think I was scared of this.'

'You were?' Dogsbreath asked, surprised.

'Oh, out of my gourd!' Hiccup admitted with a laugh, pulling his sack higher on his back. 'I thought of making a wing for it more than a few times. What do I know about being a husband, or a dad? Or a chief!' Hiccup huffed, waving his free hand around. 'Dad keeps dropping hints. I really hope it doesn't happen any time soon.'

'But it will,' Fishlegs said with a nod. 'And when it does, you'll probably find you were worried for nothing. Just like Astrid.'

'Yeah … she was on edge for a while there,' Hiccup said sadly, then he brightened again. 'Thank Frigga that's behind us.' Hiccup turned to Dogsbreath, then. 'What about you? Any serious thoughts?'

Rather than deny, as he usually did, Dogsbreath took a moment to think on it. He still felt young, and unprepared. But Hiccup had just admitted feeling the same. He knew that the older heir was stronger than he was, more capable and more adventurous. If _he_ had been scared, there was no shame in it.

'I've been thinking about it a bit. This helps.' He shrugged, indicating his own bag of goods among the three he was carrying. 'Maybe not just yet but … soon.'

'You'll probably want to talk soon, too,' Hiccup suggest. 'Waiting is … it isn't good, for anyone, not when you don't know where you stand with a person, and sometimes even when you do, and the waiting gets too long.'

'It's like scrubbing linen for too long,' Fishlegs agreed with a nod. 'It wears thin until it tears.'

Dogsbreath sighed, looking down at the ground under their feet, barely visible in the darkening night.

'And if you want one piece of advice … ask her, first,' Hiccup said, lowering his voice even though they were alone in the woods. 'I know it's not tradition, but Sleet is already fond of you, and if you'll ask her before you ask her brother, she'll be even fonder still.'

'Whoever mentioned Sleet,' Dogsbreath said, hackles rising as he felt a flush run up his cheeks. Damn, he was that obvious? Both men just grinned at him in the half light. Damn again.

'Oh, well, alright,' Dogsbreath finally huffed. He got slapped on the back by the both of them, then smirked slightly when he thought of the best revenge. 'But if you can help me with details, I'd be obliged.'

'De-details?' Hiccup stammered. Fishlegs grinned.

'Oh yes. We really should help him out. I'd start, but my wife now … she's not exactly the same sort of woman as the girl he likes. Your Astrid seems like a better model.'

Dogsbreath shot Fishlegs a grateful and cheeky look as they watched Hiccup choke and flush in embarrassment. They had quite a bit of fun, all the way to the dragons and back, even as they prepared to go into their separate rooms for the night. Dogsbreath found himself smiling as he lay down on the provided bed, warm and strange smelling, but less unpleasant and alien than it had seemed at first. He felt himself grow inside, felt that he was learning and expanding, like a sail full of wind. He was in the company of men and women he admired and respected, and they respected him in turn, and he was here, in this new world. This trip was almost making him see things back home in a different light, as if the things he'd been afraid of, and the things Hiccup had been afraid of, now seemed small and doable, completely undaunting. This trip was making him feel courageous and grown, like he was becoming something more. This trip had all the promise of being the most fantastic experience of his life.
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Viking measurements:

www . vikinganswerlady measurement . shtml

Collection of Amber:

www . skagen-touris t .dk/ ln-int /north - jutland/nature/finding-amber-top-denmark
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Turkish

Eğer isterseniz, aynı zamanda benim kardeşler ile iş yapabilirsiniz . Ben onlar gibi bütün erkekler ve onların kelime kadın ve ülkelerden gelen dolu kendi müttefik . Bu Thuggory , prens ve Isle gelecekteki kralı Donma denir.

English

If you want, you can also do business with my brothers. They are all men and women of their word like I am, and hail from countries allied to my own. This is Thuggory, prince and future King of the isle called Freezing.
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**I believe a 20-thousand-word chapter is a worthy send-off for this series. Only the epilogue left! It will be up next Sunday. It has been a pleasure and an honour – hope to see you all for some other of my works in the future.**

**Published Sunday 17/5/2015**


	12. Epilogue: Old Ghosts

**Warning**: May induce severe bouts of nostalgia if you're reading it a few months from now.

* * *

><p><em><strong>Berkian Eddur - 3<strong>_

_**Meeting at **__**Iðavöllr**_

* * *

><p>12. Epilogue; Old Ghosts<p>

She hurried through the streets, her eldest clasped tightly in her hand as they navigated the narrow walkways and the foot traffic of the market. Her husband was at their stall, and she needed to get back to him soon to help man the busiest part of the day. But this was the only time the goat herd passed, and if she wanted any milk she'd have to chase after the shepherd, convenient time or not.

Having caught the goats, she sent the girl after them - the shepherd boy had a fancy for her and tended to give them more milk when she sent her than when she went herself. She stood idly by, keeping an eye out to make sure her girl wasn't snatched - it had happened to the butcher's boy last week, and he'd come home beaten bloody and missing a piece of his toes. She didn't want to think what would happen to her poor little four-year-old _girl_.

Her eyes scanned the crowd, making sure to keep her daughter constantly in the periphery of her vision, and her eyes stopped on a band of travellers wearing leathers and shining weapons strapped to their back. She felt a pang, as she often did when she remembered that little boy.

She wondered often about him. He'd become a brother to her, despite the fact that she'd shown him what women could be in bed. He'd been naive, wounded and heartbroken, with that great big lizard of his completing the picture of innocent strength. Both of them had looked fearsome and bloodthirsty at first glance, when in reality they had both been ignorant of the cruelty of the world, kind hearted and gentle. She still remembered him talking about that girl he could not forget - her name, foreign and strange-sounding, had stuck with her.

The blond couple she had been observing moved on, the man having bought two bolts of fabric with apparent satisfaction. The woman picked up one of them - Lord in Heaven above, the foreigner must be strong for how short she was. She believed the stories he used to tell of his wanted lover practicing with an axe till she felled a tree at age twelve now. Another glance at her daughter told her the seven-year old goat herder was still playing with her, showing her how to make giddies jump on command with a few snaps of his tongue, and she let them play for a moment.

A shiver went up her spine, then, when she heard a very familiar laugh. Her mind must be playing tricks on her, she decided - she'd nearly not slept at all yesterday because of the baby strapped to the front, and even though she was used to it, she supposed that fatigue did take its toll eventually. She went to call her daughter when she heard it again; then she heard something that made her heart beat wildly.

'_Astrid_!'

She spun her head around, and there, next to a stall selling dates and figs, stood her little brother. He was still wearing dragon leathers, still thin as a rail. His hair was longer and even more wind-blown than it used to be. But he was tall, his shoulders wide, his green eyes were no longer shadowed and haunted, instead alight and shining as he held a hand over a woman's eyes, rubbing a date to her lips teasingly before he let her eat it.

She looked at them closely; it had to be him, it had to be. It was like God had granted her prayers and hopes, hearing her wishes to meet her little lost brother again and granting them in His magnanimous generosity. She crossed herself three times in thanks, reaching out to her daughter and snatching her away from play with little preamble to drag her towards the two before they disappeared into the throng again.

The woman she observed carefully as she approached. Golden hair, eyes like the sea with a rocky bottom. The foreign woman kissed her brother even as she approached, and looked at him with a love and fondness that made her glad.

She was standing right beside them when she stopped, hesitating for an instant. But then she reached for his arm gently.

'Hiccough?'1 she called, almost afraid. If she was wrong, she didn't know what to expect. He was taller and more grown and fuller - a man - but she just couldn't risk it being him and missing the gift He had sent.

The man in front of her jolted, then turned and blinked at her. It was him, it was definitely him; there was no mistaking the freckles on his cheek, the flecks of light in his eyes and the crinkle in the corner when he smiled.

'Sepha! Oh gods in Asgard, Sepha!'

He stepped towards her with open arms, babbling in his language that she only half-understood. She stepped away carefully, pointing to her child, and he hesitated only a moment before he understood. He palmed her shoulders instead, with hands that had already been large and gentle as a boy and become only more so now. The woman who had been with him came forward cautiously, and Josepha saw that she had gone rather pale, although she still seemed interested.

'I'm so surprised to see you here!' she finally understood when he slowed down. They'd spent many an idle night learning each other's languages, becoming proficient enough that they could finally pass for siblings when the time required it for her wedding to Peter. Hiccough had paid for her marriage like a real brother, giving her a dowry and things she hadn't even had the first time she'd married. She would never have forgotten him, even if God hadn't seen fit to make them meet again, because he was the reason Josepha could be happy at all.

'We moved,' she replied in rusty norse, watching surprise flit on the woman's face. Could she be? Could she be the Astreed that her brother had been in love with, that he called for at night when he slept and had nightmares? That woman had been in his heart since he was nothing more than walking bones and if he had truly managed to win her, she would buy oil for the temple candles for the coming year. 'There was more work here, and more safety. They are building new walls now, too. And with the children, it is always good to be safe.'

'That's so true,' Hiccough nodded with a wide smile. 'These two?'

'For now,' she laughed, palming her belly. Hiccough laughed, reaching back towards the woman and bringing her under his arm.

'We plan to start working on that as soon as we're back home!' he said, beaming. His chest went out a little as he took the woman's hand in his free one. 'This is … Sepha, this is Astrid. My wife.'

Josepha could feel herself beam. She looked at her brother with a raised brow to make sure, and his minute nod just made happiness burst in her. She cried thanks to the Lord and muttered blessings upon blessing upon them, taking the other woman's hands in hers and kissing them.

'I am so happy,' she finally said. Then, unable to contain herself any longer, she took his face in her hands and kissed his forehead. 'Oh brother, my brother; my little beloved brother.'

The other woman no longer seemed annoyed or threatened, instead she seemed amused, looking up at Hiccough with knowing eyes and a shine of humour all over her face.

'_Annee, annee_!' her daughter finally called, bored of standing around and watching her mother speak to strangers, no doubt.

'Hush daughter, don't you know who this is?' she said, turning to her eldest. The girl blinked up at her, her hair fair and beautiful like her own, eyes brown and deep like her father's. 'This is your uncle. It's uncle Hiccough.' The girl's eyes moved to the man with new light, blinking up at him before smiling wide and stepping forward to hug his calves.

With a terrified jolt, she noticed that half of one of her brother's feet was metal.

'God preserve me, what have you done to yourself, you stupid boy!' Sepha called out. Hiccough laughed, pulling the little girl up into his arms to sit on his hip.

'Fought dragons,' he replied. With a grin.

'And lost!' Josepha scolded. The baby strapped to her front whimpered and she immediately moved to quiet it down. 'Hush, little Petre, hush. It's alright; your uncle's not five minutes back and already he's upsetting mother.'

'And won,' her brother's wife corrected her. 'His foot was the price he paid for saving the life of our entire village.' The woman's eyes looked at her brother with pride and love, and Josepha noticed belatedly that she wore armour, that she had a huge axe strapped to her back and spikes on her skirt. Evidently, she was still the warrior woman that Hiccough had dreamed and talked of, despite the fact that she was now also a wife. Josepha would never understand it.

'S'nothing any other Viking wouldn't have done,' Hiccough replied with a shrug, and she exchanged an exasperated look with his wife. In that moment, as their eyes met with matching emotions, it was like their hearts had both reached out to one another. Josepha beamed at her as the other woman smiled, and she felt happier than ever for her brother. In a second moment, she noticed exactly how beautiful her brother's wife was; no wonder he could not forget her.

'So what's your name?' Hiccough asked in latin. Her little girl's face broke into a smile when she heard a language she understood, but then she hid her face into his neck shyly. Josepha laughed.

'This is my son, Peter, named after his father. We call him little Petre,' she laughed, patting her son's back. 'And that one over there … she's my first born. Mary-Astreed.'

Hiccough's mouth fell open, openly staring at her before turning to his wife, who was also looking rather startled.

'We presented her at the temple under St John the Baptist's bones,' Josepha went on. 'I presented her to God in the hope that He'd help you find your Astreed, too.'

Astrid, her brother's wife, looked at her with softening eyes and nodded gratefully. Her brother was looking at the little child in wonder, fingering her golden curls and making her giggle.

'She's beautiful, Sepha,' Hiccough said, fondly. He cupped her head expertly, holding her in his arms like he had long practice.

'Well, look at you knowing how to hold a child. You were lying when you said you don't have any! Where are your own, then?' she asked. Hiccough smiled even as his wife's face fell, if only slightly.

'We have a little girl', the woman replied. 'My niece. We took her in when she was orphaned. She's ours now, but we have none of our own proper yet.'

'Only been married for weeks!' Hiccough laughed. 'Give us time! I'm sure Mary-Astreed and Ætta would be friends if they met, and we'll make more little cousins for them, just you wait.'

'They're about the same age.' Her brother's wife looked at the child, opening her arms and waiting for Mary-Astreed to lean into her before taking her up. 'About the same size, too!'

They laughed for no reason other than the fact that they were happy. Josepha took both of their hands. 'You must come to the stall with me, you must! Peter will be so pleased to see you, brother, so pleased. And you must eat with us, you have to, we are family. Please say you will!'

The two glanced at one another, and the woman shrugged one shoulder at Hiccough, smiling prettily. He beamed at his wife and turned to Josepha.

'Seems like a good idea.'

'Well then, come, come this way! We must stop at the stall, and I will feed you our best fish, and you must tell me everything, everything! Ah, brother, my little brother, how glad I am to see you happy! May God keep his blessed hand on you. Come, come this way. Peter will be so happy to see you again...'

Josepha felt that she could skip like a girl as she guided her brother and his wife down the staired slopes and across the winding market to her husband. What a gift, what a gift God had given her. Finally, she had set eyes on her brother again, the lost boy who had saved her life more than she had saved his; finally she could thank him for the happiness he had brought into her life. Finally, she could hear of how life had shaped him, and see the person who had emerged through it all, becoming a man.

**THE END.**
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1. Hiccough is the British spelling for the word Hiccup, pronounced in the same way. It is written in this way here because it is a foreign name for Josepha, and she is a Scottish lass.

Josepha is a christian name, and of course it was an indication that she was christian. The city of Constantinople was christian at this time in history, and it would be natural for Sepha and her fisherman husband to move there for protection.

As a last little tidbit for my readers, the name Josepha was purposefully chosen. If is a female version of Joseph, of course, but 'Sepha', the nomenclature that Hiccup chooses for her, is not an accident. 'Sefa', with that spelling, is an actual Viking name that was also a female version of a male name, Sefi or Siafi. Both are derived from old Swedish adjectives, from what the Viking Answer Lady website, and they mean 'calm, tranquil and gentle'. Josepha's life had been in as much turmoil as Hiccup's when they met, and Hiccup brought her peace (even naming her that), even if she didn't manage to bring it to him.

A theme of prayers has also been underlying the entire trilogy. I've touched a gamut of religions (Norse, Judaism and Christianity in this epilogue and last chapter alone), and I enjoyed putting this cultural element in. Constantinople was one of the most mixed and progressive cities of its time, and I simply couldn't leave this universe without visiting at least once.
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This is the end, everyone. I would like to thank you all for coming on this long, winding Journey with me, from the bottom of my heart.

Two notes, before I leave:

1. One of my lovely readers, The Aeolian Mode, has shared the rock band called 'Árstíðir' with me, and they are SO fantastic. Honestly, their music could be a soundtrack for anything httyd. The Aeolian Mode was lovely enough to say they made a good match with this saga, which is such high praise, because their music is gorgeous. Give them a shot – they're on youtube and amazon.

2. Another one of my readers has let me know that in a number of history texts, the names 'Líf' and 'Lífþrasir' refer to the _opposite gender_. As in Líf is male and Lífþrasir is female. I was understandably upset, as I went into this after doing some research of my own, and my English-Icelandic dictionary places Líf as female (yes, I bought one for this fic. Sorry, I'm such a nerd, I know). I did some research online after that, and found a mixture of things from a variety of sources all mixing the genders of the two survivors of Ragnarök. So now I am confused, a bit upset, and a bit annoyed. The book references this person gave me are all legitimately good, but are all written by English speaking folk, while my English-Icelandic dictionary actually has an Icelandic person involved. Sources online confused more than helped, so please, anyone Icelandic following this – let me know.

For the rest … this is the end. Thank you, once again, for your time, your comments, your insights. The delights of people who were sharp and caught my twists before they came, the delight of people who didn't and left their reactions in reviews. It's been an honour, everyone. Thank you for sticking with me, and I hope my muses will be nice to me so that I can give you all something else to read, if it makes you happy. For now; goodbye, and may you all find good things to read and great things to do.

**Final update: 24/5/2015**


End file.
